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The Story So Far


It’s almost the end of the world as we know it, and Daniel Faust isn’t feeling so good. Understandable, considering his old body took a dive off a bridge and into a river with a bullet to his heart, sending him straight to hell.

He got better, with a little help from his friends. He’s back among the living and wearing a loaner body, a coma victim in the wrong place at the right time, while his demonic ally Emma possesses and repairs his old one. He has a new face, a disguise to help him make an end run around his foes and maybe pull a fresh scam or two. Things are looking up, until everything goes wrong.

Sooner or later, every world in the multiverse faces a crossroads, wrapped up and snared in the echoes of the first story ever told. Fairy tales come to life—the Brothers Grimm flavor, not the Disney kind—and immortals walk in secret among us. It all ends in a high noon showdown between the Enemy and the Paladin. If the Paladin wins, the planet gets to live on. If she falls, we all fall with her. Except this time around, the Paladin’s been MIA for years while her opposition is growing stronger by the day.

Then the other shoe drops. The Paladin is Melanie, Daniel’s apprentice. She’s scared to death, talented but barely trained, and in no way, shape, or form is she ready to fight for the lives of billions. Fortunately, Daniel and his family of rogues have a perfect solution in times like this.

Cheat.

The bulk of the Enemy’s power resides in a book. Three books, technically, scattered across three parallel worlds and connected by enchanted thread. They’re sentient, capable of defending themselves with world-warping magic, and almost as dangerous as their master. But they can be beaten.

At least Daniel thinks they can. And he knows he has to try. Calling together allies past and present, arraying his forces like a general on the battlefield, Daniel Faust is orchestrating the greatest heist of his entire criminal career.

And it all begins tonight.


Chapter One


Idrove into the desert alone behind the wheel of a rental Pontiac, headlights cutting across the big cold empty, and mountains the color of rust rising in the distance. Melanie had wanted to come along. Bless that kid’s heart. Busted and gutted and looking at the bleakest of eternal fates—endless reincarnation as the Paladin, forced to fight and struggle and die again and again until the last battle for the last world in the multiverse—and her first priority was to try and make someone else feel better.

I said no. These people weren’t going to want to see me. They’d be even less happy to see her, and I needed something from them. Whether it took words or violence, I wasn’t leaving without it.

The hacienda stood in the distance at the end of a rambling dirt road, electric security lights painting long angled shafts across the sunbaked stucco walls. I stopped at the front gate, killed the engine and stepped out into the frigid desert night, hands open and empty at my sides. Two kids came out to greet me. College age, toting rifles almost as big as they were.

“A sound suppressor?” I asked one. “We’re sixty miles from civilization, and by ‘civilization’ I mean a gas station run by a half-blind old man named Cooter. If you start shooting, who’s going to hear you?”

He didn’t appreciate my tactical insight.

“She doesn’t want to talk to you,” he said.

“Yeah,” I said, “but she’s going to anyway.”

He started to level the rifle. I flicked my fingers out, and a trio of playing cards leaped from the breast pocket of my tailored jacket, swirling around me in a fluttering circle.

“Rule one of firearm safety,” I told him. “Never point a gun at anything you don’t intend to destroy. Aim that weapon at me, and I’m going to assume lethal intent.”

He kept it pointed at the dirt. I held out my hand, the cards riffling into my open palm. I saw dissension in the ranks: he was still holding his ground, but his partner kept shooting upset glances over her shoulder, back at the big house.

“She doesn’t want to talk to anybody,” the girl said. “She just sits alone in her study, watching those old movies.”

“He doesn’t need to know that—” her partner started to say, but she plowed past him.

“Can you help her?” she asked me.

I hate making promises I can’t keep, so I met her halfway.

“I plan to try,” I said.

They hauled open the old, groaning iron gates and ushered me inside.

The boy held back, standing his post, locking the gates behind us. The girl walked me in, through a kitchen appointed in rustic wood and Spanish tile. A couple of her buddies were burning the midnight oil, sitting at a long table, stripping and cleaning a stack of rifles one by one. An open packing crate was filled with sawdust shavings and enough firepower to make an arms dealer blush.

“The Redemption Choir never sleeps,” my escort told me.

“I wish you would,” I said. “Healthier that way.”

She didn’t have an answer for that, but I knew from her stance, the uncertain tightness of her lips, that she had something to say. I gave her space and let her pick the moment. We were past the kitchen, down a long and dusky hall lit by a single frosted electric sconce, when she turned to me and asked her question.

“Is it true, what they’re saying?”

“The answer to that question is almost always ‘no,’” I said, “but do you want to be more specific?”

We stopped outside of a closed oaken door. She faced me, looking up, her bottom lip trapped between her teeth.

“They’re saying it’s the end times.” Her voice was a nervous whisper. “That a war’s coming. The last one, and our whole world…might not be here much longer.”

I contemplated my answer, but not for long. She looked like she could take it straight, and some things shouldn’t be sugarcoated, not for anybody.

“War’s already started,” I told her. “People just haven’t woken up to it yet. The last one? I don’t know about that. Sounds like wishful thinking. There’s always another fight. I can tell you this much: rally around the people you care about most. Keep them warm, keep them safe. We’re going to need plenty of bullets to get through this, but we’re also going to need a whole lot of love.”

I turned the knob and put my hand flush to the heavy door.

“The Enemy knows all about bullets,” I told her as I walked on by, into the cavernous room beyond, “but love scares the hell out of him.”

A second-floor balcony with driftwood railings ran the length of the room over my head, and on the other side, a trio of tall arched windows let in the moonlight. It spilled in long, silver shafts upon the tiled floor, the only other light coming from a crackling film projector and a standing screen on a tripod.

Ada Lovelace Canton sat slumped in an armchair in the middle of the otherwise barren room, staring up at the screen with eyes that were somewhere else, a million miles from here. On the screen, Howard Canton—the last incarnation of the Paladin—dipped his top hat for polite applause. He stood on a small stage before a table set with a meal for two, complete with candles and wine, and pulled his sleeves back to show he wasn’t hiding any tricks.

Ada didn’t move, didn’t look my way, but she knew it was me.

“It’s not fair,” she said.

“No,” I said. “It’s not. Can I come closer?”

“Can I stop you?”

I shrugged. “Probably. You’re really good at karate.”

She didn’t answer. On the screen, Howard waved his hand over the table, making the salt and pepper shakers switch places under the flicker-fast shadow of his palm. Then he brought his hand down, as if to crush the salt shaker under his fist, only for it to vanish into thin air. He opened his curled fingers, showing nothing but smooth skin, as the applause rippled and the projector clacked.

I drifted over, my Italian leather shoes clicking softly on the tile. The air smelled like pine and fresh-burnt sage, too peaceful for the psychic maelstrom in the easy chair. I heard thunder on the horizon and knew that lightning wouldn’t be too far behind.

“It should have been me,” she whispered, watching the miracle man on the movie screen.

“You know, most people would be thankful. The Paladin’s just like the rest of the characters who the First Story brought to life all those eons ago. No future, no past. Just being reborn again and again, until the last world in the multiverse turns its lights out for good. Nothing but fighting the Enemy, dying at least half the time, and if you win your only reward is a few years of peace before you have to do it all over again. Melanie’s…pretty fucked up over it. She’d trade places with you in a heartbeat if she could.”

“And I’d happily take that burden,” she said. “I trained for this, prepared for it. Spent my whole life getting ready for the day I’d rise to my purpose and save this world.”

She gritted her teeth, eyes glinting wet in the dark.

“And it wasn’t me. My whole life was a lie. I am nothing.”

“That’s not true,” I said. “And let me ask you something. I assume you’ve told your people the news?”

“Most humiliating confession of my life, thanks for bringing it up.”

“And when you stood before the Redemption Choir and told them that you’re not the Paladin—that you’re ‘just’ Ada Lovelace Canton, the woman who’s led them through fire and gunsmoke, never backing down, never buckling under pressure—did a single one of them leave? Or are they still here, looking up to you, just like they always have?”

She answered me with sullen silence.

“You didn’t need the mantle of the Paladin to be special, Ada. You were already special. They all see it. I wish I could make you see it, but that’s a trick I haven’t figured out yet.”

On the screen, Howard Canton took hold of the checkered tablecloth and suddenly yanked it aside, whipping it free from the table. The candles and wine glasses remained perfectly untouched and still, not even a drop spilling onto the table.

“I used to do that one,” I said. “Actually saved my life once, back in the day. The classic moves are still the best.”

“You didn’t drive out all this way to give me a pep talk.”

“Not that I wouldn’t, necessarily, but you’re right. I need something from you.” I weighed my next words carefully. Didn’t need to be getting into a fight here and making things worse. “I know you have it, so don’t waste time denying it, all right?”

She held her silence.

“Canton’s pocket watch,” I said. “See, there I was in the hospital, with a bullet in my heart and on life support. The watch slowed down time to a crawl. Kept me alive long enough for ’em to dump my soul into this…loaner body. We had to evacuate fast when the Enemy barged his way in, and in all that confusion nobody grabbed the watch from the bedstand. And yet, when we circled back to retrieve it, it was mysteriously gone.”

“And?” she said.

“Come on, Ada. You and your boys were there at the scene. You took it. You weren’t going to miss the chance to get one of the Canton artifacts back in your grip.”

For the first time, she turned her head. Her bloodshot eyes met mine.

“It was mine in the first place. You originally stole it from me, remember?”

“Sure,” I said. “Stole it fair and square. And normally I’d say fair play to you and congratulate you on getting it back, but I need that watch. It’s the key.”

“Key?”

“To everything. I’ve got a plan to save the world, and it doesn’t work without Canton’s watch. So…either you’re going to give it to me, or I’m going to take it from you. We can do this either way you want. Your choice.”


Chapter Two


The necessary threat hung between us. Beyond the tall, arched windows, out over the mountains of red rock, a wispy cloud drifted in front of the moon.

“Tell me the plan,” she said, attention back on the flickering movie screen. “And if it checks out, we can talk.”

“Back in the long-ago, when the Enemy realized he was about to get cornered and tossed into a prison dimension to cool his heels for a few thousand years, he put most of his essence into a book. Then he gave it to his number-one hench, Ms. Fleiss, so she could bust him out later.”

“I know that much.”

“He is the book. It’s sentient. Part of him. And it’s scary powerful. The one time I tried to snatch it from his office at Northlight Tower, it shunted me into a parallel dimension. Ginned up an entire alternate life, turned me into some chick running a detective agency in a comic-book city and tried to make me forget who I really was.”

Ada’s gaze shifted toward me.

“You were a girl?”

I waggled my open palm. “For, like, an hour. Not a big deal. Point is, if we want to cut the Enemy off at the knees before the final battle goes down, we have to destroy that book. And the big problem there, I’ve learned, is that the book is actually three books, being held on three different Earths. Think of it like a…dimensional fork. Anything happens to one copy, the other two can replicate themselves and just make a new one.”

“It’s all the same book,” she said.

“Exactly. And the only way to get rid of it for good is to take care of all three copies at the same time, before they can pull any fancy self-defense tricks like last time. One slip, one mistake, and this is all for nothing. The books survive and the Enemy goes into the final showdown at full strength.”

“Melanie’s not ready for that,” Ada said.

“No,” I agreed. “No shade on my apprentice, she’s a fast learner and damn good in a pinch, but she just found out she’s responsible for the fate of the entire planet. Nobody can make up for that kind of lost time. Even with me, Bentley, and Corman all training her around the clock, she’s going to be facing down a monster that can change history with a touch of his hand. We need every edge we can get.”

Ada shifted slightly in the easy chair. I caught a trace of strength in her tired eyes. Engaged now, faced with a problem and a challenge.

“The pocket watch’s time dilation power,” she said. “Toss the books into a warded container along with the watch, and it could put them into hibernation long enough to steal all three. But the watch slows time, doesn’t stop it entirely. You’ll have to be fast.”

“I’m pretty light on my feet. Not my first heist, though it is going to be the weirdest.”

“But are you ready?” she asked.

“Meaning?”

On the screen, Howard Canton waved a handkerchief across the table. A cooked turkey on a china plate became a living dove, soaring up with a panic-flutter of silky white wings.

“From what I hear,” Ada said, “you’ve been relying on your gun more than your craft lately. Are you out of practice? Rusty? Or just lazy?”

“Ouch,” I said.

But she wasn’t wrong. There was a time, I contemplated in the glow of the silver screen, when I could have done Canton’s whole routine without breaking a sweat. It wasn’t just for show, after all. An enchanted tablecloth could become an improvised weapon. A quick vanishing act could make a key piece of evidence disappear or slip it past a search. A surprise dove to the face…well, that wasn’t one of mine, but I’d been on the receiving end of that move and it wasn’t any fun.

I wasn’t lazy, but I’d been distracted. Between my co-chair seat in the reborn Vegas Mob, trying to get my nightclub off the ground, and putting out fires all over Las Vegas and beyond, working on myself had taken a back seat to helping everybody else. Not an excuse, just facts. And if I was going to take on the Enemy, I’d need to bring my A-game and every trick in my bag.

“It’s not a question of whether I’m good enough,” I told her. “I have to be. Simple as that. And I’ll do whatever it takes to win.”

Ada nodded silently, taking that in. She deliberated, short-cropped fingernails drumming her armrest, and came to some quiet decision.

“I want two things,” she said.

“Name ’em.”

“When you’re done, I get the watch back. It’s mine.”

I let her have that one. Didn’t see a reason to argue. “What else?”

She turned fully in her chair, staring me down in the dark. The ghost of Canton’s image on the screen flickered in her eyes.

“On the day of the final showdown, you call us. The Redemption Choir should be there. We can help. I don’t have the Paladin’s mantle, and I don’t have her powers…but I can still fight, and my people have trained for this.”

“You know,” I said, “the Enemy’s going to fight just as dirty as we are.”

“Which is why you need backup. Call us. Call me. Let him bring an army. I’ve got an army, too.”

“Deal,” I told her.

She reached into her pocket and held out her hand. The pocket watch, a circle of faded brass, nestled in her palm. Occult electricity jolted from her wrist to my fingertips as our hands brushed, a moment of connection. Then it was gone. She sank back into her chair, fixated on the screen.

I was almost at the door when she spoke up again.

“One thing,” she said.

I looked back.

“Tell Melanie…” Ada shook her head. “Make sure she knows that I don’t hate her. Okay? She has everything I ever wanted, but she didn’t take it from me. I know the difference. She’ll be fighting for us on the last day. I’ll be fighting for her, too.”

“Spoken like a paladin,” I said.

“How are you going to do it, anyway?”

“It?”

“You said the books are scattered across multiple parallel worlds,” she said. “How are you going to even get there in the first place?”

I tucked the watch in my hip pocket, curled my thumbs in my belt loops, and sighed.

“Well, Carolyn Saunders left us a map. A book that she never wrote, in a town that doesn’t exist. Long story.”

“Isn’t she dead?”

“That’s a pulp writer for you,” I said. “She was good at writing endings for everybody but herself. Keeps popping up in the sequels. Anyway, my next stop is Maryland. Gotta talk to some folks about some weird science.”

“Don’t get killed,” she said.

“No promises,” I told her, “but I’ll do my best.”

***

I wasn’t making this trip alone. Caitlin met me at the airport, her scarlet hair perfectly coiffed, half business casual and half runway chic with an airy light blazer and long ivory slacks that flared around her stiletto heels. Her lips sparked against mine. More electricity, but this kind lingered, a tingle that followed us to the security gate.

“How hard did she fight?” Cait asked.

“Not as hard as she’s going to on the day we really need her,” I said. “Still not thrilled about bringing the Redemption Choir into this.”

“They’re devoted.”

“They’re college kids with demon blood ruling their hormones and too many guns. They’d march into a meat grinder if they thought they could fight it from the inside.”

“Look on the bright side,” she said, slipping into the security line. “We’ll all be in it together.”

“Cheerful image. What’s the word from Down Under? Any news?”

She pursed her lips.

“Prince Malphas is still vigorously defending Naavarasi and rattling his saber, and no one can figure out why or what he thinks he’ll get out of it. He’s definitely giving her sanctuary, keeping her safe while she schemes. Prince Sitri is investing in eyedrop production.”

We had finally scored a small win on that front; my adoptive fathers had invented an alchemical elixir, with rakshasa blood as the main ingredient, that would let us spot the shape-shifters in disguise. A game-changer, if we used it right, and as far as I knew Naavarasi had no idea we’d done it. Maybe the edge we needed, but right now the rakshasa queen and her disturbing, inbred clan of tiger spirits weren’t at the top of my hit list. I took small solace in the fact that she definitely wasn’t working with the Enemy. She wanted to be the one to conquer this world and the next, and she wasn’t about to share the spotlight.

We landed at Washington Dulles International and took a forty-minute ride in the back of a Lyft, rolling into Bethesda, Maryland. The driver dropped us off in the heart of an industrial park, delivery trucks chugging as they rolled up and down an access road, a long and low building before us with a wavy, salmon-tiled roof. A sign out front read Delaware Mutual Insurance.

“You know there’s a good chance this is going to go incredibly badly, right?” I asked.

“Mm-hmm,” she said gamely. “Why do you think I wouldn’t let you go alone? You need adult supervision.”

A soft bell jingled over the door as we walked into the lobby. The decor was straight out of the seventies, bulky office furniture and cheap laminate wood, a tiny fan pushing the sluggish air around with a whir of resignation. The receptionist behind the front desk gave us a plastic smile and kept her hands out of sight.

“Good afternoon,” she said. “May I help you?”

“Hi,” I said. “Is this fake insurance company actually the front operation concealing the headquarters of Vigilant Lock, the secret and highly illegal independent espionage organization? We need to speak with Harmony Black. Sorry, I don’t have an appointment.”


Chapter Three


Ihave to say, I was impressed. I don’t think I’d ever had that many people point a gun at my head at the same time. Like flipping a switch, everyone from the phony insurance clerks to the pair of undercover ops pretending to wait in the lobby were on their feet, hammers clicking back, squaring me in their sights while the receptionist pulled an MP5 from under her desk. She leveled it with one hand and hit a panic button with the other.

I held up my hands, open and easy.

“Now that’s no way to greet an old pal,” I said, glancing sidelong at Caitlin. “You know, I’ve got half a mind to give this place one star on Yelp, just as soon as I find the ‘secret government agency’ category.”

“Not certain there is one, pet.”

“Sure there is,” I said. “It’s just secret.”

A back door opened and Harmony Black came out to greet us, dressed in her usual suit and tie. Her partner Jessie was at her side, tall, dark, and exasperated. She put her hands on her hips and tilted her head at me.

“Seriously?” she said.

“Afraid so.”

“Explain yourself,” Harmony said.

“What, no hug for your nemesis?”

“You are not,” Harmony said through gritted teeth, “my nemesis. My nemesis is in a holding cell in the basement.”

I lifted my eyebrows. “Anybody I know?”

“Nobody you like,” Jessie said. She turned and gave Caitlin a nod. “Miss Brody.”

“Wait, you greet me with ‘seriously’ and greet my girlfriend with a polite ‘Miss Brody’?”

“Well, yeah,” Jessie said. “Because I respect her, and you’re an asshole.”

Fair enough, I had to admit.

They walked us down to a conference room, so the security guards up top could put their steel away and go back to playing insurance agents. The room had a sleek curving table of smoked glass that resembled an omega symbol, in front of a video wall displaying a neon-green wireframe map of the country. Points on the map pulsed like stars, dotted lines tracking flights and operatives.

“Very nice,” I said, settling into a high-backed leather chair. “You know, I’ve been working on my own sinister lair, under my nightclub in Vegas. We don’t have a video wall, though, just a big dry-erase whiteboard. Not as fancy, but it works for me.”

Harmony dropped into the chair across from me. “What do you want, Faust? Why are you here?”

“You might want to put some coffee on,” I said. “It’s a long story, and the future of the planet depends on it.”

***

“…So that’s the deal. The Paladin and the Enemy are destined to throw down once again, and this time around, our planet is the prize. If he wins, it’s a mass extinction event. I’ve seen one of the worlds he left behind. It wasn’t pretty. If the Paladin wins, the Enemy’s gotta fuck right off and keep fucking off, forever. He’s governed by the rules of the First Story, and the Story says he’s banned.”

Harmony and Jessie had been listening in near silence, only interrupting my spiel with the occasional sharp and pointed question, ferreting out the facts. Harmony had a yellow notepad in front of her, fountain pen scratching as she jotted down notes. They shared a glance, silently deciding how much they wanted to tell me.

“We’ve been monitoring the First Story’s characters ever since the Wisdom’s Grave incident,” Harmony said. “The ones we can track. The Salesman died, the Witch and her Knight vanished—”

“Leave Marie and Nessa alone,” I said. “They’re on our side. Our planet’s side, I mean.”

“I’m aware. Lately we’ve been sidetracked by an emerging threat. Are you familiar with an outfit calling themselves Praeda Electronics?”

“It’s a shell corporation operating a whole octopus of scams,” Jessie added, “including trafficking in bioorganic weapons.”

I shook my head. “Doesn’t ring a bell but I can ask around, put out a few feelers.”

“One of their front companies, ProcGen, creates artificially intelligent chatbots—”

“Oh,” I said. “So they’re evil-evil. You should have led with that.”

“I didn’t get to the part about how they were spying on their customers to harvest their data and selling it.”

“Didn’t need to.”

“While we’ve been working to extinguish that fire, others have gone unattended.” Harmony looked troubled. Good. That meant she believed me. “I didn’t anticipate that the final showdown was this close. What exactly do you need from us?”

I reached over and tapped the lurid paperback sitting in the heart of the smoky glass table. The City on Fire, Carolyn’s final novel, the one she never wrote. And yet here it was.

“She left us a map, concealed in the story,” I said. “It’s a little cryptic, but I think I’ve cracked the code. What I need is a way to put this information to work.”

“We understand,” Caitlin said, “that after the downfall of Talon Worldwide, you snapped up a number of their old assets. One gentleman named Bran MacDermott in particular, the former head of their covert dimensional-portal operation.”

Harmony and Jessie shared another glance. Jessie took out her phone.

“Dr. MacDermott? Could you join us in the conference room, please? It’s urgent.”

Not long after that, the burly, bearded Scot was hunched over the open covers of The City on Fire, marveling to himself as he flipped the pages.

“Incredible,” he muttered. “This Saunders bird, she must have been some kind of world-class physicist.”

“Fantasy writer,” I told him. “She mostly made things up. About me in particular. But she was also the last incarnation of the Scribe, so her head was like a cosmic antenna.”

“Her antenna must’ve been tuned into my lab,” Bran said, rapping his knuckles on a dense chunk of exposition. “This is my work. But fuzzy around the edges. Daring. A few ideas I haven’t tested yet.”

“We had the dubious pleasure of using one of Talon’s portal devices, back during the Wisdom’s Grave incident,” Caitlin told him. “They exist, and you helped invent them. What we need is a new one. One that will take us to the locations described in that book. Can you do it?”

He grinned, his shaggy beard as wild as his eyes, and smacked his hands together.

“Oh, my bonnie lass, I can do better than that. Well. Probably. How do you two feel about being the lab monkeys for a new piece of advanced and entirely untested gear, which will either get you where you’re going in style or spread your atoms across a hundred worlds before disintegrating you?”

“Terrible, thanks,” I said.

“That’s the spirit, son! See, I’ve been working on the new generation of portal devices. No big, bulky platform like the old models, no need to connect ’em up at both ends. A portal projector, light enough to carry in your hand, with enough battery life for three or four jumps. Theoretically, should work like a beaut. Of course, the problem with theory is when it meets up with reality.”

“Reality does tend to win,” Caitlin observed.

“Sad but true. There’s just one catch. I need some special kit, the kind you don’t just find lying around in a lab-supply store.” He looked over at Harmony and Jessie. “You know what I’m talking about because we’ve had this argument already. Permission to bring ’em on board?”

Harmony nodded once, sharp. “Do it.”

“The demise of Talon Worldwide,” Bran said, “is somewhat exaggerated. After my boss got murked in his office and everything went off the rails, the remnants of the board went into business with the United States government. The next frontier of warfare is interdimensional, and the boys with the gold stars on their lapels want to get ahead of the Chinese and the Saudis. They’ve been quietly clearing out our old black-site labs and moving the goods to more heavily secured locations on military bases across the country. I need one of those shipments to complete my prototype. And I happen to know, thanks to a couple of loyal minions on the other side, when the next one is rolling out.”

“Let me be absolutely clear,” I said. “You want us to rob the US Army.”

“Air Force, actually,” Harmony said.

“There’s a conflict of interest,” Jessie said. “Several of Vigilant’s investors are top military brass. Also, we have a…sister organization, which is heavily invested in interdimensional science and may be running this entire op behind the scenes. We’re trying very hard to make nice with them, and raiding their military convoy isn’t exactly neighborly.”

I leaned back, taking that in.

“But if a gang of thieves with no political ties does the job…” I said.

“Then our hands are clean,” Harmony said, “and you get Dr. MacDermott’s assistance.”

“You used to be such a goody two-shoes,” I murmured.

“A skilled agent evolves to meet the needs of the mission,” Harmony told me. “And in this situation, as loath as I am to say this out loud…this mission needs the Faust gang to do what my people can’t. Interested?”

Caitlin’s hand found mine under the table, giving it a squeeze. Letting me know she was with me.

“Doesn’t seem like we’ve got a choice,” I said. “Oh, but, if we’re going to do this, as a little sign of cooperation, there’s just one thing I need from you first.”


Chapter Four


Agarage door rattled as it rose, sunlight flooding a grease-stained vehicle bay.

“Now that,” I said, “is what I’m talking about.”

The Hemicuda was long, broad, sleek, and night-black, a merciless muscle machine built for knife fights in back alleys. I trailed my fingers along the glossy hood, reunited with my old ride at long last. I could almost forgive Vigilant for stealing it from me. I mean, sure, I was allegedly dead at the time, but it was a matter of principle.

“We are allowing you to requisition this government vehicle,” Harmony said.

“There’s the old stick in the mud I know and love.”

“You will return it at the end of the operation,” she said.

“When I was a little kid,” I said, “I liked to pretend I was a pirate. Make-believe is fun, isn’t it?”

I paused, looking through the driver-side window. The dashboard was half-exposed, clumps of colored wires dangling loose, looking like Dr. Frankenstein had turned auto mechanic.

“What,” I said, “did you do to my baby?”

“Improved her,” Jessie said. “Bulletproof glass, run-flat tires, and armor plating that should stand up to most small-arms fire. Also that extra button on the gearshift is for the prototype smokescreen. You’re welcome.”

I turned slowly, one eyebrow raised.

“You James Bonded my car?”

“That’s not a verb,” Jessie said.

“I can work with this,” I told her.

The key turned in the ignition, and the Hemi roared and it sounded like freedom. Caitlin slid into the passenger seat, favoring me with a long, indulgent smile as she pulled on her seatbelt.

“What?” I said.

“Like a little boy at Christmas.”

I threw the car into gear and rolled out of the garage, watching Harmony’s dour face in the side mirror.

“Christmas?” I said. “I never even got the Red Ryder BB gun I asked for. This is so much better.”

“I presume we’re not giving it back,” Caitlin said.

“They stole it once,” I said. “If they want it back, let ’em try to steal it twice. Anyway, we’ve got some planning to do and some people to get on board. Robbing the military requires a certain lack of…self-preservation.”

“Crazy people,” Caitlin said.

“Yeah, well.” I curled my hand around the stick and shifted the car into second gear. The open highway was singing our names. “Fortunately, we know a lot of crazy people.”

***

The next Talon black-site to be plundered and given up to the war machine was one Caitlin and I already knew about: Pyramid Lake, Nevada. The rogue corporation had made camp on the shore, setting up a laboratory and dimensional-portal testing site. I’d figured it was all long gone, but apparently they’d left enough junk behind to be worth salvaging. Bran certainly thought so, sending us the details of the extraction.

There should be several lead canisters on the truck, he texted, marked with biohazard and radiation symbols. Grab all of them. I don’t need to tell you not to open the things, right?

“Huh,” I said. “I figured they’d have free candy inside. Learn something new every day.”

They’ll be taking a long desert road between Sutcliffe, on the lakeshore, and Spanish Springs, north of Reno. Half-hour drive from end to end. That’s your window of opportunity.

As night fell, the desert sky turning to dusty turquoise and the heat fading to a wintery chill, I was out perched on a sand dune overlooking the long and lightless road. I had only seen a single car in the last half hour, some wayward driver holding the wheel with one hand and fiddling with his GPS with the other. As the night went on, the road wasn’t going to get any more popular. The military wanted to move under cover of darkness. Smart play considering the cargo, they just didn’t factor in a couple of friendly moles reporting on their every move.

“Gotta say, Dan,” Nicky Agnelli told me, “feels pretty damn good to be working together again.”

We had history, me and him. Nicky used to be the King of Las Vegas, until the Chicago Outfit made a move to snatch his crown. We’d fought them off, kicking their asses all the way back to the Midwest, but the fallout brought federal heat and Nicky had to get gone. Now his kingdom was in Reno, our sister city, and he’d brought his royal assassins along for the party.

Or his jesters. It was always hard to tell with these two. Juliette and Justine were twin blond bombshells and they’d dressed up in fashionable fatigues tonight, custom tailored to fit their curves. I didn’t have the heart to point out that they were wearing forest camo, the green shades standing out like a sore thumb against the desert sand. An effort had been made.

Juliette was on her belly, setting up the tripod mount for a mammoth fifty-caliber rifle. Justine squatted at her side, adjusting the scope on her range-finder goggles. I was over by the ’Cuda, peeling off the back license plate and swapping it with a dusty California plate that I’d stolen from a tourist’s car on my way out of town.

“Feels like old times,” I told Nicky, then shot a look at the monster gun being assembled in the sand. It was an anti-materiel gun, the kind designed to plow through armored-up engine blocks like they were cardboard. “Think your girls brought enough firepower?”

I forgot that the twins were immune to sarcasm. Justine popped up with glee, brandishing an olive metal pineapple like it was a party favor.

“We also brought grenades!” she chirped. “A whole box!”

I finished screwing on the plate and bit back a sigh as I dusted off my slacks with the flat of my hand.

“Okay, ground rules,” I said. “Large truck is carrying absolutely vital gear that we need, desperately. Said gear is also radioactive and possibly contaminated with nobody knows what kind of weird shit from another dimension. The truck is our friend. We do not blow up the truck.”

“But,” Juliette said, squinting down her riflescope, “we could blow it up a little bit, right?”

Nicky patted me on the shoulder. “I’ll take their grenades away,” he promised.

I wasn’t convinced, but this was what I had to work with. I took out my phone.

“Hey, Cait. Just about ready to go on this end, and Winslow texted ahead, said his boys are twenty minutes out. How’s things on your side?”

“Smooth as silk, pet. I’ve secured a landing strip five miles outside of Spanish Springs. Well, more of a very long, flat piece of ground than an actual landing strip, per se, but Agent Black says their C-130 is a remarkably rugged piece of equipment. Sending the details to your phone now. We’ll rendezvous there. Don’t be followed.”

“Don’t open the highly radioactive containers, don’t be followed by the people you just ripped off,” I muttered. “Everybody wants to tell me how to do my job today.”

***

A spotter from the lakeshore texted in, letting me know the convoy was moving. 1 truck, 4 Humvees, 20 mi from your coords and moving fast.

I parked the ’Cuda in the middle of the road, angled to one side like I was aiming to pull over and didn’t quite make it. I toggled the emergency flashers, hopped out, and laid down a string of plastic hazard signs encrusted with scarlet reflectors. Then, the coup de grace: one flare after another, sizzling hot as they hit the black asphalt of the open road, spitting clouds of roiling, acrid smoke tinged in hellish crimson light.

The convoy was coming. Single file with two Hummers up front, two in back, flanking the treasure truck in between. I stood next to my car and waved my hands high above my head, just a stranded motorist trying to flag down a little help.

The lead Humvee wasn’t slowing down. I saw him starting to course correct, drifting to the far side of the road to get around my stalled-out car, the rest of the convoy swinging behind him like the tail of a steel snake. I couldn’t see the driver’s face behind the windshield, swallowed by the dark. He probably couldn’t see mine either, my body wreathed in the scarlet glow and guttering smoke of the flares. Just to be safe, as the distance closed between us, I pulled on a ski mask.

A wasp swarm of headlights flared behind the curtain of smoke. A dozen Blood Eagles—Nevada’s finest outlaw biker crew, led by my personal arms dealer—fired up northbound in a pack, spread out and flooding the asphalt four abreast like they were ready to play chicken with the Air Force. If the leader of the convoy saw them, it didn’t register: he was speeding up, if anything.

Then he rolled right past me, through the wall of smoke, and hit the spike strip on the other side.

The Humvee’s front tires ruptured with a gunshot pop, the back pair blowing out a second later as the vehicle fishtailed wildly, screeching into a skid, sparks flying from twisted rims and smoking rubber. The second Humvee driver slammed on the brakes, too slow to stop before his wheels hit the spikes. Behind them, the transport truck veered wide, dangerously teetering as it groaned to a stop in the heart of the ambush zone.

A sniper shot rang out from the dunes, punctuated by a blink-quick flash of muzzle flare. One of the rear escort’s tires erupted. It skidded, smashed into the third Humvee with the crunch of colliding bumpers, and jolted to a stop as a second round from Juliette’s rifle turned another tire into shredded black confetti.

The biker pack broke like an ocean wave, bending left and right to encircle the stalled-out convoy. Airmen in military uniforms boiled from the trucks, a swarm of ants from a kicked-over hill, only to find shotguns pointed in their faces from every direction. I snatched up a machine pistol from the back seat of the ’Cuda, held it high, and fired off a single round to get everyone’s attention.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” I called out. “We are not here for your wallets or your watches. We want nothing of yours. We’re just here for the cargo in that truck. Give it up, you go home with a story to tell. Fight us, you don’t go home at all. Same outcome for us either way, so make the right choice.”

It was close. The passenger of the transport truck was an officer with more stripes than sense. He was itching to make a move until Winslow, face shrouded by a black balaclava, shoved the man’s back against the hood and jammed both barrels of a sawed-off under his chin.

“Now I want you to say, ‘Boys, behave yourselves,’” the grizzled biker commanded.

“Listen to him,” the officer stammered as the Blood Eagles lined up the rest of the troops at his side, stripping away their sidearms and pressing empty palms and faces to the side of the truck. “Do what they say.”

“Close enough,” Winslow grunted. “I’ll allow it.”

I clambered up into the back of the truck. It was a veritable antique shop of moldering crates and hard plastic cargo boxes, most stamped with a faded Talon Worldwide seal and their logo of raptor claws raking a stylized globe. Nothing said “responsible corporate neighbors” like suggesting they were going to unleash dinosaurs upon the earth. Of course, your average citizen thought Talon made circuit boards for laptop computers, not portals into other dimensions. They kept that part of their brand on the down-low.

There was too much to steal, considering most of my posse was on bikes, but Dr. MacDermott had given me a shopping list of essentials. I pried open lids and wrestled with boxes until I found the good stuff: a trio of long steel canisters, laid out side by side and nestled in a thick bed of wood shavings. They could have passed for milk jugs from a factory farm, if it weren’t for the biohazard warnings plastered across their hulls, threatening death and doom upon anyone who broke their seals.

Too bad for them, I was a magician. Messing with portents of doom was light work on a Friday night. All the same, I was damn careful getting them to the trunk of the ’Cuda and lashing them down under nylon cargo nets. While I did that, Winslow and his boys were loading up on stolen firepower, shoving weapons into backpacks; the Air Force’s guns, graciously donated, would get their serial numbers acid-scrubbed before finding new homes.

I held up a penlight and waved it in the air over my head, flashing it three times. Another three flashes answered me from the dunes. We were done here, and Nicky and the twins were getting gone. The Blood Eagles saddled up without a word, revving their Harleys, kicking up clouds of dust in the flickering, guttering light of the scarlet flares. A victory lap around the stranded convoy, to buy me time.

I only needed a five-minute head start.


Chapter Five


Ithought MacDermott was praying at first. He stood before a folding card table in a drafty, empty airport hangar, head bowed, palms together and fingers tapping one another in time to the silent motion of his lips. The hangar had been closed off for “emergency repairs,” which was a polite way of saying Harmony Black and her spy buddies requisitioned it because they were afraid their mad doctor would blow up their super-secret headquarters.

I was standing five feet behind him so, admittedly, I shared their concern.

As if suddenly feeling my eyes on the back of his neck, he raised a hand and waved me forward with a nervous curl of his fingers. The table was cluttered with electronic detritus and odds and ends, flanges and bits with scorched metal tips, like the remnants of an explosion in an engine factory. One piece I recognized: a wafer of silicon the size of a playing card, inlaid with glimmering copper circuitry.

“Cait and I used one of those to travel to Deep Six,” I said.

“You know how they work?”

“Not the science, just the general principle. Card goes into the machine, machine tells the transport pad where to send you, and poof. Off you go.”

Bran gave me a sidelong look as he sorted through the clutter.

“Just so. The cards are a map. Much like the map you brought me.” He rapped his knuckles on the worn cover of The City on Fire. “I had to go back to our basic research to put it all together.”

He showed me a card, encased in a clear block of Lucite. Not one of his, this was like an old, yellowed tarot card, albeit not one from a deck I’d ever seen before. It was called the Three of Storms, and spidery, dark lines on sepia drew a battered galleon with ripped sails struggling to stay afloat in a tempest.

“Over at Talon,” Bran said, “this was our Rosetta stone. A relic from a neighboring world, part of what they called the ‘navigators’ tarot.’ We figured out that it could be used as a key to open interdimensional gateways, but not alone. It needs other cards to harness and direct its power, other keys. We couldn’t reproduce the thing as is; even basic chemical analysis of the ink they used comes back with a different result every time, like it changes its composition to escape being copied.”

I looked to the circuit-board card beside it. “So…you made your own?”

“With a lot of trial and error, and a lot of volunteers who never came back. It was even harder to blaze trails in the early days, given the equipment we were using. We had to send qualified dimensionauts on blind jumps, loaded down with all of the equipment and tools needed to build a return pad on the other side. If that was the last we heard of them—and at first it was, three times out of five—we had to figure out if it was a bad coordinate, if they’d been sent someplace too hostile for human life to survive, or if they’d arrived safely but someone, or something, stopped them from returning to us.”

“And people volunteered for this,” I said.

“My boss wasn’t a salesman; he was the Salesman. Man could talk anyone into anything. Well, couldn’t talk his own murderer into putting the hatchet down, but I suppose that’s tricky without a tongue.” Bran riffled the pages of the paperback, the faded pages interlaced with over a dozen mismatched bookmarks, entire chunks of type blocked out in yellow highlighter. “Your bird Carolyn got a little flowery, but the ideas underneath…it’s like she wrote it just for me. This sounds mad, but there’s a metaphor in here about shepherd’s pie that came straight from me mum’s own lips, and it reminded me of this half-finished notion I jotted down years ago in one of my old engineering notebooks, and then I was off to the races, making connections left and right, seeing everything I’d missed.”

It wasn’t that far-fetched. Whatever Carolyn knew in life, her echo knew in death—maybe more—and it was hard to picture any combination of events that wouldn’t land me right on Bran MacDermott’s doorstep. I needed a dimensional-portal expert, he was the only one I could find, and Carolyn’s shade ensured he had the missing pieces he needed for his personal puzzle.

It was enough to make a person sweat over the concept of free will, but I had work to do, so I tabled my existential crisis for later. Besides, just because he had more data didn’t mean he wasn’t going to blow us all up or send me and Caitlin on a jaunt to the farthest, wrongest corner of the multiverse with no way to get back. Sometimes you have to prioritize your fears so they don’t all pile up on you at once.

“So,” I said, “what have you got for me?”

He brandished a device that looked, at first glance, like a handheld movie projector cast in deep, glittery copper. A pair of mouse-ear bulges, like containers for film cans, rode above the wide nozzle of a projector tube. It sported a pistol grip on the base, ridged and textured for a tighter hold, and a long rectangular piece on the back lifted up with a tap of Bran’s finger like the cradle of a cassette player. He slid the circuit-board card inside and pushed the lid shut.

“I took the old pad engine, carved out anything that wasn’t necessary, and miniaturized it. I’ve been working on this prototype for over a year now, but I just couldn’t crack a couple of barriers. The book showed me exactly what I was missing. Most of the revolution’s in the new battery setup: smaller and lighter-weight power means a portal device you can carry wherever you go, instead of a big, bulky machine that has to stay where you build it. Now, that said, there are some drawbacks.”

There it was. I waited for the other shoe to drop.

“Charges are strictly limited,” he said. “The standard battery pack will open four portals, maybe five, before burning out. Said batteries being custom manufactured and tooled to my exact design, so you can’t exactly run down to the corner store and buy a replacement.”

“So, get back here before that happens.”

He nodded. “Unless you’ve decided on a permanent change of address, it’d be a good strategy.”

“Can you send me along with a few extras, just in case?”

Bran winced. “These are…not strictly powered by any fuel you’re familiar with. Experimental Talon process to boost operating power and efficiency, requiring an advanced containment framework and strict protocols to keep them stable when they’re not loaded into the portal projector.”

“In English?” I asked.

“To make these batteries work, we’re doing a tiny end run around the laws of physics. And physics has noticed. Physics, for the record, isn’t happy about our life choices. Anyway, unless you want to lug around a fifty-pound cooler for the spare batteries, or do the equivalent of going for a walk with raw nitroglycerin in your hip pocket, that’s a no-go.”

“So the batteries like to explode. Great. Good to know.”

“Now let me show you how the device is operated. As you’ve just seen, take the key card for the world you want to reach and load it into the rear mount of the device. Circuit side faces out. I’ve created two custom cards going off of the coordinates in Carolyn’s book and, most importantly, repurposed a third from our old machines. The one that should—ideally—bring you home again.”

“How confident are you,” I asked, “that they’ll actually work?”

“The card that brings you home? A hundred percent, assuming the device doesn’t fritz out. As far as the first two go…how confident are you that your deceased author friend actually wrote this book and intended to help you? Because the only way to test these cards is to do it the old-fashioned way: open a portal, walk on through, and see what’s on the other side.”

“And you’re leaving that job to me.”

Bran shrugged and stepped around the table, gesturing for me to follow him. Our shoes clicked on the stark empty floor of the airplane hangar, a cold draft billowing in at our backs.

“I’m a laboratory man, not a field researcher,” he said. “We’ve tested the prototype using portal keys we already had to verify it’s stable enough for use. Mostly stable enough. Here, let me show you.”

He aimed the nozzle toward the bare back wall of the hangar and pulled the trigger.

A pulse of light erupted from the device, bright enough to leave orange smears on the inside of my eyelids as it arced across the room and splashed against the wall. The world peeled away, frayed edges ripping like torn paper in a storm to carve open a vista the size of a movie screen. Another world stood beyond it.

I knew it at once. I’d been there. The Deep Six lab, though now the ancient bulbous walls were shattered, the entire place swallowed by freezing salt water. The portal acted like a window, holding the merciless ocean back, rippling and bulging as if the sheer pressure on the other side was working against it, struggling to burst into our world and spread the endless flood.

Bent girders and eroded deck plates floated past the window. And beyond, vast shapes in the dark, too distant to make out, that squirmed and hunted in the deep.

I felt myself moving, drawn to the water, taken by a siren’s call. I could hear it, too. Singing, in the brine. I reached out, putting my fingers to the portal. They came away icy and wet. A figure darted into view, uncannily quick. A woman, maybe a hundred feet away on the other side, with flowing golden hair and a fish tail lined with peeling, infected scales, turned her perfect porcelain face toward the portal and her eyes went wide.

“Doc,” I said, taking a step back. “Close the portal.”

“Uh.” He hammered a rattling button. “Working on it.”

The mermaid stared at us. More shapes emerged from the wreckage, her sisters, swirling and swimming around her as they trained their gazes upon us. I took another step back.

“Doc? Now would be good, please!”

The mermaid pointed a claw at me as her sisters rallied. And then, with an ear-splitting roar that reverberated from the depths, they flew toward the portal like a school of piranha. Their decoy faces tore open, revealing raw, red oval mouths beneath, bottomless gullets lined with concentric rings of curved lamprey teeth. They fired toward us, fins rippling, arms outstretched and starving—

—and with a flash of sparks and a puff of foul-smelling smoke, the device powered down in a grinding whine. The window between worlds flickered and vanished, winking out in the blink of an eye, the hangar back to normal.

Almost normal. The wall was gray, wet with condensation, trickles of alien salt water running down its face.

“Science,” Bran MacDermott said, fanning his hand over the smoking nozzle of the projector, “is not an exact science.”


Chapter Six


Itook the prototype portal device to go, with a fresh battery and a handful of circuitry-inlaid cards that might or might not get me killed, and headed back to Las Vegas.

I made a beeline from the airport to the American, my deferred dream of a nightclub just off the glitz of the Strip. There was still a backhoe sleeping in a half-paved parking lot, the “coming soon” sign starting to collect dust, but in my defense I’d been distracted lately. The grand opening had to wait until I got my old body back, at the very least, and it’d be nice if the world wasn’t about to end while I was doing my best Jay Gatsby impression.

I was greeted by the flush of cool air-conditioning, a welcome escape from the desert heat, and the slapping thud of my apprentice getting knocked on her ass. She was in the middle of a cluster of plastic-draped tables, the decor cast in garish shades of red, white, and blue, her mop of dyed hair a disheveled mess and her workout clothes soaked in sweat.

Freddie Vinter stood over her, wearing a tailored and perfectly cut gi straight from a kung-fu flick, holding a stout quarterstaff in her ice-pale hand.

“Again,” she said.

Melanie groaned as she pushed herself up, picked up her own staff, and squared off for another go. They bowed, locked eyes, and began to circle each other, sidestepping as they hunted for the slightest tell, the narrowest opening.

I slid up behind Halima, Freddie’s constant companion, who was watching from behind a long chrome rail at the edge of the dance floor. She felt me coming before she heard me, greeting me with a dip of her headscarf.

“How’s she doing?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

“Your apprentice is a very talented amateur, and she’s trying her best.”

I winced. Rarely had someone been so thoroughly damned with faint praise. Still, I couldn’t have expected any better. Developing any real skill took two things: effort and time. Melanie was willing to put in the effort. Time was in shorter supply.

As if reading my mind, Halima softly added, “She should have been in training since childhood for this fight.”

“She is a child,” I said. “All right, a teenager, but still.”

“You know what I mean. The Enemy is a constant. He learns and adapts, every clash with the Paladin adding to his understanding. She has to start from scratch, each and every time. Going all these years with no awareness of her true nature…it robbed her.”

“Almost like the game is rigged,” I said.

She tilted her head, studying me.

“Isn’t that your specialty?”

“Hence,” I said, “me being a little distracted right now. Spinning lots of plates. I’m going to get us an edge, one way or another.”

The quarterstaves cracked against each other as Melanie unleashed a flurry of blows, spinning her weapon with more determination than grace. Freddie flowed backward, a winter wind in motion, parrying a thrust and then ducking low with a sweep of her arm to knock Melanie off her feet and onto the polished floor.

“I said we should have gone with a sword,” Melanie panted.

Freddie held out her hand. “Come on. Again.”

Freddie herself had vetoed the sword idea, arguing that some weapons—and she would know, with a few centuries of practice under her belt—required a higher skill level than others. None of us were sure how literal this “duel” between my apprentice and the Enemy would be, but we all agreed that sending Melanie out with a weapon to back up her magic was essential. I’d nixed the idea of a gun: I’d shot the bastard myself, and he ate the bullets like candy.

In the end, the real key was giving her a way to carve out a little distance. The Enemy’s greatest power was his touch, which let him rewrite a victim’s history in the space of a heartbeat. Remember narrowly avoiding a car crash over a decade ago? No, you didn’t avoid it, you hit that semi headfirst and now you’re dead. Better martial minds than mine put their heads together, looking for a weapon that could give Melanie some reach, keep the Enemy at bay, and not take a lifetime just to learn the basics. So this time around, the Paladin would be riding into the final battle to end all battles with a staff like Friar Tuck’s.

I gritted my teeth as Melanie hit the floor for a third time. This was going to be a long day. All the same, she got right back up again.

***

For all her shortcomings in a brawl, Melanie was acing her magic lessons. Naturally, considering she had the best teachers in the world. By which I mean Bentley and Corman, who took everything they’d learned from teaching a scared, homeless teenager long ago and gave her the updated curriculum.

She could make cards dance, make them kill if she had to—though she hadn’t crossed that hurdle yet—and she was turning into a sleight-of-hand maven and a hell of a poker player as a side effect of her schooling. Might seem extraneous, given the situation, but those skills had saved my life more than once.

This afternoon I was playing the role of guest professor. I’d set up an open table with a handful of liquor bottles spread out on top of a white linen tablecloth, explaining the finer points of air-molecule manipulation while I lit a pair of tall white tapers in brass candlesticks. I had never been much for elemental magic, not compared to the kind of person who could freeze a bullet in mid-flight by turning the air into jelly, but raw power was only a tiny part of a magician’s repertoire. Real skill came from learning what you were capable of and getting tricky with it.

“What are the candles for?” she asked me.

“A table with nothing but liquor bottles on it is sad. The candles make it classy.” I lifted one and pulled it away, then put it back. “See? Alcoholism. Classy. Alcoholism. Classy!”

“And…why do I want to learn a hokey old stage trick?”

Freddie and Halima were on the sidelines, relaxing with a pair of mojitos. I waved Freddie over.

“Do me a favor,” I told her, handing her my sidearm. “Draw on me.”

This was for Melanie’s benefit, but I couldn’t deny that Ada’s words were rattling around in the back of my head, still stinging. “From what I hear, you’ve been relying on your gun more than your craft lately. Are you out of practice? Rusty? Or just lazy?”

I had been carrying around something to prove, without realizing it, and now I felt the weight. Thankfully, Freddie was always game for mayhem. She didn’t even ask why, just slapped her hip and drew iron like a gunslinger, aiming for a kill shot.

A chant gusted from my lips as I grabbed hold of the tablecloth. The call of the Icarus Rise melded into a companion charm from a different century and half a world away, Vinu’s Glue Pot. Words of structure and scaffolding held the impromptu spell in place, giving it form and forcing reality to bend to my will for one quick moment as I whipped the tablecloth free. It launched from my outthrust hand and billowed through the air, wrapping around Freddie and pinning her gun hand to her chest as the white linen swallowed her like a python.

The bottles and candles remained untouched and untoppled, right where they sat a second ago.

“That’s why,” I told Melanie.

“Okay,” she said. “Fair.”

“Loves?”

Freddie stood there, still coiled in the tablecloth. The fingers of her free hand, squeezed against her hip, gave a fluttering wave.

“A little help, please?”

***

Melanie and I stood at opposite sides of the table, with a tiny white mouse in the middle, crawling sluggishly across the cherry-red plastic. Normally, like any good club owner, I’d freak seeing a rodent on the premises. Fortunately, I’d bought this one myself from a local pet store, saving it from a fate as snake chow.

“Spells that affect a human mind will generally work the same on an animal, as long as they don’t have to understand your actual words,” I explained, drawing a sigil in spilled salt with my fingertip. “So we start small, then ramp up.”

I infused a little energy into the sigil, a fresh ache surging through my muscles like I’d just run around the block a few times. The mouse, already lulled into a half-awake trance, turned and let out a squeak as it trudged toward the salt. It climbed into the sigil and stayed there, dropping to its belly and curling its tail tight.

“And…sound asleep, just like that. Give it a try.”

Melanie reached for the saltshaker, but she had other things on her mind.

“I want to go with you.”

“Hmm?” I said. “Where?”

“To hunt for the books.”

“Absolutely not.”

“I want to be useful,” she started to say. I knew every word of this argument by heart. I could be a soft touch sometimes, but not about this.

“You are. Here. Training and practicing.” I looked her in the eye and rested my fingertips on the table. “Look, we’re already operating at a massive disadvantage. You know that. If the Enemy gets a chance to take you out before the showdown even happens, he’ll jump at it, and we’re going to be walking right into his inner sanctum. You’re not staying behind because you’re not important. You’re staying behind because you are, and we can’t risk losing you.”

“But what if—” She paused, her eyes narrowing. “You don’t think you’re going to make it back alive, do you?”

“I know that getting those books out of the Enemy’s hands is the fastest, surest way to get an edge. Maybe our only edge.”

I contemplated her for a second. I wanted to sugarcoat things, make it easier, but I owed her honesty. When you take someone on as your student, honesty, both ways, should be at the top of the contract.

“But, yeah,” I added. “I’ve also seen enough of the multiverse to know that it’s a big, weird, dangerous place, and we don’t even know exactly where we’re headed. Could be anything waiting for us on the other side, from T. rexes to Robo-Hitler—”

“Robo-Hitler?”

“It was an example. Hopefully not a real one, but we don’t know. That’s the point. And that’s not even counting whatever traps the Enemy has put into place to protect his precious loot. What do I always tell you about being prepared?”

She knew that one by heart. Should have, considering how many times I’d drilled it into her.

“Never tackle a job without checking every detail first, especially the smallest ones,” she said. “Accurate intel is the difference between going home rich and never going home again.”

“Correct. And this time, I’ve got to break that rule. My risk assessment here is ‘there’s going to be risk, a whole lot of it,’ and that’s all I know for certain. Hell, I’m not entirely convinced MacDermott’s prototype isn’t going to turn us inside out the second we try to use it. And that would be a seriously embarrassing way to lose our one and only Paladin.”

“But,” she said, “if you don’t come back…”

“Then you stay the course, work your ass off, do what Bentley and Corman tell you, and give that monster my regards when you meet him. Only thing you can do. But if me and Cait can pull this off, we’ll be sending you off to war with a solid advantage on your side.”

I held her gaze, reading her face, making sure she understood.

“Some things,” I said, “are worth putting your life on the line for. You know that as well as anybody.”

“Sugar? Can I cut in?”

Jennifer and Pixie were standing in front of the employees-only door, the one that led down to the conference room. Pixie was still wearing her wrist braces, recovering from her near-death ordeal in a town that didn’t exist, and she had never been more eager to fight. Jennifer held up a bulbous chunk of plastic that looked like someone had converted a garish canary-yellow alarm clock into a makeshift bomb.

“Just puttin’ the finishing touches on your gear for the heist,” Jennifer drawled. “C’mon downstairs, and we’ll show you the whole toy box. I think you’re gonna like it.”


Chapter Seven


The whiteboard wall in the conference room under the club was still covered with marker-scribbled notes from our last meeting. Considering that gathering had ended with a rakshasa spy pitching Caitlin through the picture window and out onto the hallway carpet headfirst, I hoped this one had a happier ending. I grabbed an eraser from the end of the long, rounded table and talked while I scrubbed the past away, leaving rust-brown smears and faded ghosts behind.

“Three books,” I said, “but we only need to make two jumps. First one is still here in Seattle, in the Enemy’s penthouse at the top of Northlight Tower.”

Northlight had been founded in 1957 by one “Hildegard Fleiss,” one of dozens of shell companies set up on dozens of worlds to give the Enemy access to local funds, resources, and plausible deniability. It created nothing but money, literally: the company portfolio was heavily invested in venture capital. They bought up smaller, struggling businesses, posing as an angelic rescue before busting them out and wringing them dry of every last cent, shutting the doors for good and packing everyone off to the unemployment line. If they could make a dollar wrecking something, they went ahead and wrecked it.

“That’s a dangerous assumption,” Emma said, wearing my skin and my face. The demonic hijacker had finally found a coma patient to serve as her next long-term host and was almost done healing my old flesh. I’d told her to wait until we got back from this job, if we got back. If I returned to my original body and immediately got shot again, I’d never hear the end of it.

“This is true.” Jennifer said, tipping back a bottle of Modelo Especial. “Somebody rips off one of my boys, I tell him to change up his ride and take a different route. You already busted into Northlight once, even trespassed in the man’s inner sanctum. What makes you think the book’ll still be there?”

“Because I got my ass kicked, and thank you for making me say it out loud,” I replied. “That was before we knew what his book really was, and not only did it yank the names of the Paladin candidates right out of my head, it shunted me into a parallel world. Barely got out with my brain intact. Now, what do we know about the Enemy for certain? Talking personality, not powers.”

Bentley, one of my adoptive fathers, steepled his bird-thin fingers and furrowed his wrinkled brow.

“He can only be what the First Story wrote him to be. He can’t change, even if he wanted to. Which he doesn’t because…he was written that way. It’s a cycle of emotional stasis.”

“Meaning,” rumbled Corman, Bentley’s husband built like a linebacker gone to seed, “he can’t learn from his mistakes, like a real human can. Also, he’s a pompous ass.”

Across the table, sitting next to Caitlin, Mama Margaux agreed with a grim nod.

“Egomaniac to the core. Checks out. Universe told him that he’s the living incarnation of the end, the destroyer of worlds. And he’s ruined enough of ’em to back that title up. He doesn’t think he can possibly lose. And that makes a man sloppy.”

“He’s a bampot and a heid-the-baw,” Caitlin said. “A fandan old jobbie with a face like a skelped erse.”

“You can take the demon out of Scotland…” I murmured under my breath as I reached for a marker to take notes on the whiteboard wall. She only talked like that when she was good and pissed off. I understood the feeling.

“More to the point,” she added, “he’s had centuries to get comfortable. We’ve knocked him for a loop a few times, set his plans back a time or two, but we’ve never managed to hurt him in any way that matters. Not in any way that lasts. After you failed to capture his book at Northlight—and sorry for rubbing salt in the wound, pet—that would just convince him that his security is foolproof. And he’d never think you were crazy or reckless enough to try the same stunt twice.”

“Neither would I, ordinarily.”

I wrote a line on the whiteboard: What we know/what he knows.

“In fact, at the time, you couldn’t have paid me enough money to ever set foot in that place again. Going after your opponent where he lives is always a risky play, and I got my hand slapped for it. But that was before the Psychopomp clued us in about the true nature of the book and taught us how to hurt it, along with a helping hand from Carolyn’s echo.”

“You absolutely one-hundo-percent sure you talked to the Psychopomp?” Jennifer drawled. “I mean, way you told the story, you were high off your gourd on magic mushrooms at the time.”

“Like that’s ever stopped us from getting things done,” I replied.

Jen raised her bottle to me. “Fair enough. I’m three-quarters baked myself at the moment. Okay, so we gotta take down three scores, and we know one of ’em is sitting on his desk at Northlight Tower. Even with Canton’s watch in play, we gotta snatch these books with a quickness. Why not save the sure thing for last?”

“Because the Enemy is hidebound, set in his ways,” I said, “and arrogant as all hell, but he’s linked to the books. The moment that one of the three goes missing, no matter where it goes down, he’s going to feel it. It won’t take long for him to figure out what we’re up to.”

I rapped my marker on the board.

“The only thing he knows, for certain, is that we know a copy is at Northlight. If one of the other two vanishes, once he realizes we’re on the attack and we’ve figured out his game, that’s the copy he’ll relocate to a safer place. And if he has Ms. Fleiss ferry it to some remote backwater planet we’ve never even heard of, that’s it for us. It’ll outlast the watch’s power, duplicate some fresh copies of itself, and we’re back to square one. No. Northlight should be our first stop.”

“We could grab Fleiss,” Emma said. “Make her squeal and deny the Enemy his right-hand woman at the same time.”

I shook my head. “Two problems with that. One, she’s a Cutting Knife in human form. One of the first war-witches to serve the Lady in Red. In other words, power-wise she’s not on the Enemy’s level, but she’s still beyond formidable. If we scrap with her, we’re gonna take casualties even if we win.”

“And the other problem?” she asked.

“I’ve seen the way he treats her. Fleiss has done some terrible shit in the Enemy’s name, but she’s still a victim, not a villain. He’s twisted her head all around, convinced her that his abuse is love, that she can’t go back to the Lady and her sisters because they don’t want her anymore. I’ve tried reaching out to her when we’ve crossed paths. I’ve tried to show her that there’s a better way, a better life for her.”

My shoulders slumped, the dry-erase marker dipping as my hand fell to my side.

“I haven’t been able to reach her,” I said. “Yet. But that’s not an excuse not to keep trying. She has to walk away from him on her own two feet. If we force her, she’ll just go right back to him.”

“In the end,” Emma warned me, “we may not have a choice. If she’s standing between us and the Enemy, you might have to put her down.”

“Maybe,” I said.

I had to give up on my brother in the end, hopelessly poisoned and enthralled to Naavarasi. I offered him forgiveness and he tried to shoot me in the back. When I closed my eyes, I still heard the sound of my own bullet, answering the click of his empty gun. The wound was raw and I didn’t think it’d heal anytime soon.

For the sake of whatever was left of my damned and tattered soul, I couldn’t give up on Fleiss. I had to try.

I wrote another line on the board: Assault on Northlight Tower: Strategy.

“So for now,” I said, “let’s put our heads together and come up with a battle plan.”

***

It didn’t take long before we had a design in motion. Fear of an impending apocalypse was a great way to break through mental blocks and spur creativity. Really refreshing, and I wouldn’t recommend it to anybody.

If we all did our jobs right, nobody would ever learn how close this world had come to the brink of collapse.

“I believe it was George Orwell, echoing Rudyard Kipling, who said ‘men sleep peacefully in their beds at night because a crew of total bastards stand ready to wreck an alien god’s shit on their behalf.”

Caitlin gently put her hand on my sleeve.

“I…don’t think that’s quite correct, love. Though the sentiment may be.”

“Look at the Guy over here,” Jennifer said, slinging a backpack onto the conference table. “Pretending he reads books.”

“I’ll let that slide, like a literate man of culture should. What’ve you got for us?”

“Cormie and I worked on this for you,” Bentley said, unzipping the backpack.

It was sturdy, beige canvas with leather details, like something you’d find at any decent sporting-goods store. The interior, though, glittered with copper mesh sewn into the lining and something else: a whiff of dried herbs, delicately scented oils, and magic.

“This is to hold the books, once you snatch ’em, and keep them in stasis until we’re ready to put a torch to all three at once,” Corman explained, peeling back a small inner pocket. “This is for holding Canton’s watch. The interior is a Faraday cage. Not sure if it’ll make any difference, but considering we don’t know exactly where you’re headed after Northlight, or what kind of energies you’ll be exposed to, extra protection can’t hurt.”

“And of course, we added a little alchemy to the mix,” Bentley added. “The interior of the bag has been treated with oils designed to promote the potency and longevity of any enchantment in close proximity. We’re flying by the seat of our pants, admittedly, but it should give the pocket watch some more ‘oomph.’”

“That’s a technical term,” I told Caitlin.

Pixie added her own messenger bag to the table.

“Mama and Dr. West should be able to handle the distraction on the exterior of the tower,” she said. “Where did you dig that weirdo up, anyway?”

“West? Poker tournament in Chicago a few years back, at the Bast Club.”

“Arguably should have left him there, but that’s just my opinion. Once you get inside, though, you’re going to need the fastest route to the top. Research to the rescue: they get their elevators inspected regularly, and said inspections are on file with the state.”

Caitlin tilted her head, curious. “How does that help us?”

“Saves time. Normally, you’d either have to find an employee with an all-access key card—in other words, trust in luck—or I’d have to be on-site to take out their security system from inside.” She wrists, sheathed in black braces. “And sadly, much as I’m willing…”

Pixie had barely survived being kidnapped by Naavarasi. She’d been locked in a deathtrap and forced to type without rest for days on end, the human component of a magical machine. I’d gotten her the best doctors money could buy and while they agreed her wrists and hands would heal, it was going to take time and rehab.

Usually, the hacker was a beacon of optimism, a reminder of our better natures. Since her return from Springfield, that light had turned into a cold and simmering rage. She had survived mental invasion and physical torture, and now she wanted payback.

I would get that for her. I could do that much. She reached into the satchel and winced, cursing under her breath.

“Jen? Please?”

Jennifer quickly moved to help her out, producing a chunky key with a red plastic tag and a small black plastic box, about the size of a pack of cigarettes.

“Once I got the exact make, model, and year of the elevators they use, I went hunting for exploits,” Pixie explained. “And made a few calls to old friends who owe me favors. This will get you to the penthouse. Open the control panel, attach this box to the right jumper cable, and it’ll override the key-card lock. I’ll show you a diagram.”

“Perfect. Is there an override for the override? Meaning, if we reach the penthouse and security figures out what we’re up to—”

“Then you’re going to be taking the stairs back down,” Pixie said. “I suggest cardio. Lots of cardio.”

“And I may have a solution for that,” Jennifer said, brandishing her odd little alarm clock contraption, canary yellow and bulging in all the wrong places. “What we got here is an aerosol delivery system with an embedded timer. Now, if everything goes right, once we get the big distraction underway it’ll force the evacuation of the whole damn building. Just in case it doesn’t, hook this baby up to the air filtration system and press this button for a three-minute activation delay, hopefully long enough to get clear.”

I ran my fingers over the smooth plastic hull, lifting it in my hand, curious. Two pounds, maybe, compact and easy to conceal.

“What’s it loaded with?”

“A little somethin’-somethin’ I’ve been working on,” she said. “Giggle gas.”

“Nitrous oxide?” I raised an eyebrow. “You know that already exists, right?”

She held up two fingers. “Mark two. My version. Nitrous mixed with an aerosolized witch’s brew. A little of this, a little of that, fortified by eleven herbs and spices.”

“A massive dose of hallucinogens?” I guessed.

“Eleven secret herbs and spices,” Jennifer replied with a wink. “And just in case you can’t get the job done with gentle chemical persuasion…”

A pair of wrapped, boxy rectangles, each the size of a stick of butter, joined the alarm clock on the table. Warnings of danger, death, and bodily dismemberment festooned the wrappings. She dropped a set of plugs, gleaming prongs connected to dead LED lights and a tiny plastic dial, next to them.

“Some boom-boom for the party,” she said. “Two bricks of premium plastic explosive, courtesy of Winslow’s crew. You can shape ’em for whatever needs blasting, and the detonators can be set for anywhere up to a five-minute delay. Just make sure you get damn well clear once you set the timer. You blow yourself up on this job, the Enemy’s never gonna let the rest of us hear the end of it.”


Chapter Eight


Inever wanted to go back to Seattle.

Nothing against the town, though I’d always choose the desert over the rain. It was just that the last time I’d visited was the last time I set foot in Northlight Tower. The heist went wrong and I barely made it out with the help of my brother. And then, on the way home, he bushwhacked me and shot me. So I was entitled to associate the place with bad memories.

We took over a motel one room at a time, showing up staggered a few hours apart with stolen credit cards and fake IDs, establishing a beachhead ten miles from Northlight. We opened up the connecting doors, turning the place into a quiet but disciplined headquarters, everyone with a job to do and the resources to get it done.

Well, almost.

“So here’s the play,” I told Nicky, catching him up over a set of blueprints and street maps spread out along a musty bedspread. “The Enemy likes to move around, and we won’t know if he’s actually here until we make our move.”

Nicky rubbed his chin, eyes sharp behind his steel-rimmed Aviators.

“Walkin’ into his penthouse just to find him sitting there…” he said. “Yeah, best avoided. So what’s the solution?”

“Draw him out. We’re going to stage a major distraction here”—I ran my finger along a stretch of road marked in yellow highlighter—“right outside the tower’s main entrance. While he’s coming out, me and Cait will be going in, through the employee parking garage over on the east side of the building. Thing is, we all know what the bastard is capable of.”

“One touch and you’re toast,” Nicky said.

“Exactly. So we can’t use New Commission soldiers, or your shooters, or Winslow’s, for that matter. Anyone who gets into a close-range standoff with the Enemy is as good as dead, and I’m not throwing away loyal lives just to buy us time.”

“There was a time I’d razz you for not being ruthless enough, but honestly? Good call. Yeah, I’ll ask my guys to do a lot of dangerous, unsavory shit, but this ain’t one of those things.”

“We figured out an alternative. If we can’t use our people—”

Mama Margaux, dressed in a white headscarf and flowing robes, stormed in through the connecting door. She threw her hands in the air and spat a stream of Haitian Creole.

“Mama, Mama, please,” I said. “English?”

She pointed an accusing finger at the door behind her. “I cannot work with that man, Daniel. I cannot and will not work with that—”

She slipped back into spitfire Creole. With a sidelong look at Nicky, I followed her two rooms down. The motel bed had been pushed aside and leaned against the wall to make room to work, the thin and dirty carpet laid out with open books and anatomical diagrams, and the dresser was festooned with vials, syringes, and strange tools right out of a Victorian doctor’s bag.

Herbert West, wearing a long white lab coat over his turtleneck sweater, had been backed into a corner. Freddie loomed over him like a vulture.

“Okay, doc,” I sighed. “What did you say to Mama?”

Flustered, he leaned around Freddie and adjusted his chunky glasses.

“Me? Why is every altercation assumed to be my fault?”

“Because it’s always your fault,” Freddie and I said at the exact same time.

“I simply asserted that the process of reanimating cadavers with my special reagent is a scientific one, naturally superior to the superstitious mumbo jumbo of—”

“Whoa,” I said, holding up my palms. “Bad mad scientist. Look, we need you two to work together on this, okay? Not want, need, because this plan calls for a whole morgue’s worth of dead men to get up and do the mambo.”

Nicky scrunched up his face, a question on his lips, and then it clicked.

“Shock troops,” he said. “Too dangerous to send living shooters up against the Enemy, so we’re gonna send zombies instead.”

I nodded. “Exactly. The Enemy can use ’em as punching bags all he wants. They don’t feel pain or fear. And once we’re in, Mama can cut their strings, to make sure they don’t go off the leash and hurt any civilians.”

“I like it, in theory. One way or another, though, that ends with a street full of dead bodies who ain’t supposed to be there and couldn’t have walked there on their own, not by any means known to medical science. Gonna be hard to explain to the powers that be.”

I knew that. One of the cardinal rules of magic, drilled into every student’s head until it became a reflex, was that you do not reveal magic to the world. Of course, people broke that rule in tiny ways all the time, myself included. If nobody did, there wouldn’t be any new students and the art would have died out centuries ago. But magic had always been the kingdom of the underground, the half world of outcasts, grifters, and thieves.

Mess with the secret, and you messed with the cash flow. And made yourself a target of every gunslinging magician from here to the other side of the world. Not to mention outfits like Agent Black’s, with entire governments getting in on the game and making moves of their own. Sometimes I marveled that the scam had survived this long, enduring into an age of mass communication where everyone carried a camera in their pocket. It was only a matter of time, I figured, before someone did something stupid, crossed the line, and blew the secret wide open for the entire world to see. Something too big for a cover-up.

“I know,” I told Nicky, “but it’s that or send living troops into that meat grinder just for a distraction play, and I’m not doing it. I’ll take full responsibility for the fallout here. Hey, Freddie?”

I pulled her aside, leaving Mama and West to glower at each other, and pitched my voice low.

“Do me a favor. When they go to harvest the bodies, ride along and play chaperone? I know it’s a pain in the ass, but I think you’re one of the only people the doc is actually afraid of. He listens to you.”

“Briefly, sometimes,” she said.

“That’s better than nothing. Look, if he says anything racist, you have my permission to slap him upside the back of the head. Deal?”

Freddie cracked her knuckles with glee. “Deal.”

I nodded to Nicky and led him out, back to the room with the maps. We were barely out when I heard a slapping sound behind us, followed by West’s indignant squeal.

“We’ll make it work,” I said to myself as much as to Nicky.

“Okay, so, zombie business in the front, heist party in the back,” Nicky said. “What’s my angle?”

I uncapped a highlighter and circled a chunk of the map, across the street from the tower.

“I want you and the twins on the rooftop across the street on a rifle, providing overwatch. We’re going in after sunset, so the lights inside the building should cancel out the tinted window treatments.”

He narrowed his eyes at the map, studying a list of schematics and measurements on the side. “That building’s thirty stories, so assuming we can get roof access, shouldn’t be too hard. Thing is, we’ll only be able to cover you on that face of the tower. If you take a turn, go deeper in, we won’t be able to see you at all. Or see anybody coming for you.”

"That’ll be our problem,” I said. “I figure some coverage, anything, is better than nothing at all.”

“Nah, don’t like it. If we’re gonna be working together like old times, think I can do you one better than that.”

He took out his phone.

“Hey, ladies. Listen, I want you to get a hold of our mechanic. This time of day he’s probably gettin’ plastered over at the Alibi Lounge on Casazza. Tell him I want the Bell prepped, fueled up, and ready to fly.”

***

I zipped the canvas backpack, slung it over my shoulder, and contemplated mortality.

We were out in the motel parking lot, watching the sun sink down over the Seattle skyline and the darkness roll in. Jennifer was screwing the license plates off a stolen minivan. We’d spent the last hour collecting a couple of free rides, escort vehicles for the semi truck whose trailer echoed with muffled clangs and the faint, ragged moans of dead men walking. I was stealing a trick from an old foe: Damien Ecko, that Egyptian necromancer, had been fond of transporting zombies in a big rig. It had worked all right for him, until the end. Maybe it’d work for us, too.

We were juggling a whole lot of maybes tonight.

“You got a dangerous kinda quiet going on,” Jennifer told me.

“Just thinking about an old story,” I said. “Supposedly some Roman emperor—might have been Julius Caesar, but honestly that’s the only one I know by name—had a guy whose job was to follow him around and occasionally whisper, ‘Hey, don’t forget, you’re mortal, and everybody dies.’”

“Nice work, if you can get it.”

“It never made sense to me. If you actually have to be reminded that you’re human like everybody else and death isn’t optional…I just have to figure you’ve really fucked yourself up somewhere along the way.”

She gave me the side-eye and flipped the screwdriver in her hand.

“You drunk?”

“Sober as a nun,” I said. “The ruler-swinging kind, not the fun, sexy kind.”

“There are fun, sexy nuns?”

“You have to get ’em drunk first,” I said.

“Ah.” Jennifer nodded. “You’re nervous. You get quippy when you’re nervous. And we all pretend we don’t notice.”

“Except when you call it out instead. Like now.”

She stood up and winged the license plate. It spun like a Frisbee, whipping across the gloomy parking lot, and landed in the open dumpster with a clang.

“Nothin’ but net,” she said. Then she turned back to me. “We stare death in the eye once a week, sometimes twice on a Tuesday. What’s really eating ya, sugar?”

I’d been thinking about that.

“I’m not worried about myself,” I said. “I’ve seen what’s waiting on the other side, and it’s not all that bad. I’m not afraid to die. I just don’t want to.”

“Reasonable.”

“But tonight isn’t about me.” I lowered my voice. “You and I both know that Melanie’s a good kid, good as gold…but if she squares off with the Enemy right now, as things stand…”

Jen said it, so I didn’t have to: “She’s gonna lose.”

“I’ve seen one of the worlds where the Enemy won. There wasn’t anything left. Nothing but ruins and monsters.” I shook my head. “Showdown’s coming, like it or not, and taking out that book might be the only edge we get. If I blow this shot…”

Jennifer nodded sagely. She got it. She got me. She always did.

“It’s not the danger that’s weighing you down,” she said. “It’s the responsibility.”

“I’m a gangster. I steal shit and lie to people. When did I get put in charge of saving the world?”

“We, pet,” Caitlin said. “We.”

Her white leather trench coat swirled around the heels of her designer boots as she strode up to us. That was her war coat, a message to her fellow demons that she wasn’t there to make friends. I’d asked her once, why white? For humans, a white flag was a sign of surrender. She’d told me, with a shark-toothed smile, that white made the bloodstains stand out from a distance.

“You don’t have to come,” I told her.

“You don’t want me to?”

“I always want you with me,” I said. “Always. But once we make the jump, assuming we get out of Northlight Tower alive in the first place, we’ve got no idea what’s waiting for us on the other side.”

“Which is why I’m going with you.” Motes of copper light spun in the depths of her eyes. “It’s not your responsibility to shoulder alone, and I’m not going just for your sake. Hell is invested in this planet. I’m not just representing my prince tonight. I’m representing my people. This…thing has staked a claim on what rightfully belongs to us.”

“Zombie truck’s good to go,” Jennifer said, “and we’re ready to roll out as soon as you are. Cait, do me a favor?”

“Of course,” she said.

“If ya run into the Enemy out there…kick his bitchy little ass for me?”

Caitlin pulled aside the flap of her coat. Her coiled bullwhip, its brass handle engraved with infernal runes, rode on her hip.

“With gusto and aplomb,” she said.


Chapter Nine


The end of the world started with a traffic jam on a cold Seattle night.

Horns blared as a minivan passed through an intersection, then suddenly veered left and jolted to a dead stop, parking lengthwise across two lanes of traffic. At the other end of the block a silver F-150 did the same, tires screeching as it sealed off the downtown street.

Between them, air brakes groaned as a semi truck trundled to a stop in the middle of the road, just outside the granite steps of Northlight Tower.

The tower was a twisting spire of glass and chrome. Surrounded by other skyscrapers, but somehow distant from the rest, as if the city instinctively recognized a cancer in its belly and wanted nothing to do with it. A security guard in khaki poked his head out the lobby doors, drawn by the droning of car horns. Then he spotted the woman in billowing white, walking around the semi truck to the back of the trailer.

“Hey,” he called out. “You can’t park there!”

Mama Margaux looked over at him, one hand on the long, heavy door latch.

“You should run upstairs to that fancy penthouse, give your boss a message.”

He squinted. “What’s that?”

“Daniel Faust says hello.”

She swung the latch and hauled open the trailer doors.

“Soup’s on, boys.”

Corpses tumbled headfirst from the back of the truck, one after another, pale and naked. Then the body pile quivered, and one by one, they began to rise. Most of them had rough Y-stitches from their autopsies; she and Dr. West had raided the city morgue, every last locker and slab. The mission called for the mother of all distractions, and between her magic and his mad science, they’d raised a brigade of the walking dead.

***

The Enemy didn’t have to be told. He was watching it happen, sitting at his smoked-glass desk in the penthouse, as it played out on a bank of flickering, fuzzy security camera feeds. Ms. Fleiss stood at his shoulder, arms tightly crossed, lips pursed in disgust.

The Enemy showed his teeth, inhumanly white in the heart of a black blot of shadow. He moved like a stop-motion animation, jerky and scratchy around the edges, a photonegative parody of a man.

“The arrogance of humans,” he said, “will never fail to astound me. World after world, and they’re all the same. Gnats who think they can stand against a hurricane.”

On a screen, a pair of security guards drew their revolvers and opened fire, defending the tower’s front steps. Bullets chewed into the herd of animated corpses, gouging bloodless craters and snapping bones, but it didn’t even slow them down. The tide advanced, the herd shambling toward the lobby doors, and the guards ran for their lives.

“What is this?” Fleiss hissed.

“Faust, obviously. Who else would do something this reckless?”

Her gaze flicked to the heavy, leather-bound tome at the edge of his desk.

“He wouldn’t dare to come for the book again,” she said. “Not after what happened to him last time.”

“No,” the Enemy agreed. “No, I suspect he’s calling me out, personally. He knows that his Paladin is woefully unprepared. When we meet, I’ll squash her like the roach she is, without even trying. He’s gathered his little friends to try and forestall the inevitable.”

“That’s suicide,” she said.

“Of course it is, but this is what desperation looks like. He knows what will happen when I claim dominion over this world. I suspect he’s hoping to go out in a blaze of glory and miss all the fun.”

“He wants a quick death.”

“Mm. Yes.”

He rose from his high-backed leather chair, his outline jagged, carved out from the fabric of reality.

“I’m going to stroll down there and deny it to him. Given his history, all the ways he’s nearly died, I’m certain I can find an alternate timeline that will be equally excruciating for him and entertaining for me. I think I’ll leave him alive and crippled, and make him watch his apprentice die. Not like I have anything better to do tonight.”

***

I spun the wheel of the Barracuda, leaning hard against my seatbelt as the muscle car roared, front grille aimed like a missile toward the mouth of the employee parking garage. A guard sprinted from his booth, standing in the way and waving his hands wildly like he actually thought we were going to stop.

Not happening. We were on the clock.

He threw himself out of the way at the last second, diving to the pavement and rolling clear as we hit the yellow striped barrier rail at fifty miles an hour. It detonated against the hood, wood shattering and splinters flying as we fired down the concrete ramp and into the parking garage under the tower. I wove between concrete pylons and hit the brakes. The car spun out, screaming to a dead stop ten feet from the elevator bank.

We moved with a purpose. I killed the ignition, pocketed the keys, and grabbed my backpack. In a second, I knew we had trouble on our hands.

We were going by my own memory of this place, last time I made a play for the book, and the registered blueprints and schematics that Pixie had plundered from the Seattle city servers. There was supposed to be a machine room down here, with a conduit to the air-filtration system that we could use to deploy Jennifer’s gas bomb.

The door was gone. Just a blank cinder-block wall and lines of white caulk in its place.

The Enemy’s powers let him manipulate reality around him. I’d seen it before, a waiting room changing colors in the blink of an eye, a receptionist becoming a completely different person with no memory that he’d ever been anyone else. Apparently he’d been remodeling again.

“Forget it,” I said, not breaking my stride. “We’ll make do.”

As we passed the cherry-red box of a fire alarm, Caitlin reached out and yanked it down. An alarm began to screech, echoing through the cavernous parking garage, and a soothing electronic voice instructed the staff to evacuate via the nearest stairwell.

We took the elevator instead. As the steel doors slid shut, I cursed under my breath. Caitlin asked me a question with her eyes and I pointed to the panel of buttons.

“Different set of elevators,” I said. “This one only goes to the thirtieth floor. Must be an executive elevator that’ll take us all the way to the top. We’ll ride this one as far as we can, then transfer over.”

I hit the button for thirty, and we started to move. My only solace was that if Pixie’s override key didn’t work on the second elevator, we wouldn’t have to walk all the way up.

***

The Enemy waded against the tides, the screams of fleeing employees and security guards louder than the blare of the fire alarm. Gunshots cracked from down the hall. While magicians who looked upon him saw their own impending deaths; to these ordinary humans who served him, without occult eyes or the ability to pierce illusions, he looked like a mildly handsome man in an expensive suit. He was careful not to touch them as they swarmed around him, racing for the stairwells. Not that he cared about their lives in the slightest—they’d be among the first to burn when he took this planet—but for now they served a useful function, keeping his business running.

“Don’t run,” he snapped, dodging the current of bodies as he headed toward the sound of battle. “You’ll trample each other.”

Actually, he reflected, that would be funny to watch.

“Or do,” he added.

Dead men shuffled and groaned through an open office, the cold gray carpet littered with scattered papers and fallen coffee mugs. A dead security guard who thought he’d stand his ground instead of retreating with the others was sprawled in a dark and spreading stain, his jaw ripped off and a fist-sized hole in his chest. The Enemy stepped over the corpse, not giving it a second glance, and reached his flickering void of a hand for the closest zombie.

He grabbed the thing by its clammy, bloodless throat and dove, hunting through the timeline for a near-death he could evoke, and…nothing. These things had no souls, no life, just a parody of it. Animation, but no history or memory, nothing he could exploit.

“Well, that’s disappointing,” he muttered.

His fingers clenched, and the zombie’s head snapped off as he tore through its throat and crushed the dead man’s spine to powder, as easily as crumpling a sheet of paper. There was more than one way to get things done.

The Enemy made his way down to the lobby, flung open the doors, and stepped out into the night, eager for a showdown. A little light exercise before the main event.

Horns bleated at both ends of the blocked-off street, the road a jam of scarlet brake lights as far as the eye could see. Before him, an empty semi truck, its trailer doors hanging open and the empty interior smelling like a slaughterhouse.

“Oh, Daniel,” he called out. He checked the cab of the truck. Nothing. The two cars parked sideways, cordoning off both ends of the block, had been left unlocked with the motors running, no drivers in sight. “Daniel?”

He put his hands on his flickering hips and scowled. He was starting to get the distinct feeling that he’d been tricked, and he didn’t like it. Not one damn bit.


Chapter Ten


The elevator chimed and let us off on the thirtieth floor. We picked a direction at random, heading left, and started hunting for a way to the penthouse. The floor was empty, nothing but silent, dark cubicles and thin emergency lighting under the klaxon of the fire alarm, unnerving in its stillness.

“Careful,” I said to Caitlin. “The closer we get to the penthouse, the fuzzier reality gets. He’s so toxic he warps time and space just by being here. If the distraction didn’t work, this is where he’s gonna come at us.”

It wasn’t the Enemy we had to worry about.

We rounded a corner, facing a long corridor lined with glass on one side, windows looking out over the Seattle nightscape, and stopped in our tracks. Ms. Fleiss, prim, proper and deadly in a twill designer pantsuit, stood at the other end of the hall.

“I knew it,” she said. “He didn’t think you’d pull the same move twice.”

“And what do you think?” I asked her.

“I think you’ve got new tricks.”

I held up an open hand, tugging at my jacket sleeve with the other.

“Nothing up my sleeve,” I told her. I was casual on the outside, shaking on the inside. We didn’t want this fight, and this grand heist was off the rails before it could even get started. “You’re smarter than he is, but I’ve told you that before.”

Fleiss’s hands clenched at her sides.

“Don’t you dare speak ill of my master.”

“He’s not your master, and you’re not a thing to be owned. Stand down. Or better yet, help us, and we can end this tonight. We can take you home.”

“I am home.”

“To your real home,” I said. “To your family. The Lady wants you back. She wants all of her daughters—”

“No one wants me,” she shouted, her face contorted into a sudden mask of rage. “No one but him! No one but him could ever want, could ever love…”

She gestured at herself, hand trembling, and spat a word of pure venom with tears welling in her eyes.

“This.”

“That isn’t true,” Caitlin said, taking a step toward her. “You deserve to be loved. And the way he treats you…that isn’t love.”

“Shut up,” Fleiss snapped. “I know what you are. What could a demon, from the Choir of Lust, possibly know about love?”

Caitlin was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, I heard the weight of her history in her voice.

“More than you think,” she said. “And I know what it feels like to be trapped and abused, too. Just like you are now.”

She held out her hand, reaching, as if she could touch Fleiss at the other end of the hallway.

“Daniel saved me, once,” Caitlin said. “Now let us save you.”

Fleiss held her own hand in front of her face, contemplating it.

Then her skin began to melt like candle wax. Running, fingers collapsing and pooling in her palm, reshaping themselves into something new. Dull metal shone under the liquid flesh. The metal turned sharp, stretching and taking on the shape of a razor-sharp diamond.

Instead of a hand, a blade now jutted from the stump of her wrist. It caught the emergency lights and gleamed, forged from rough and pitted metal but honed to a killing edge.

“When I slaughter you both,” she said softly, “he’s going to be so proud of me.”

One of her flats scraped slowly backward on the hallway carpet, like she was a bull getting ready to charge. Caitlin reached out and gently pressed her palm against my chest.

I didn’t budge. I got it. She wanted me behind her. But as terrifying as Caitlin was in a fight, Ms. Fleiss was a primal war-witch from before the dawn of history. Together, we might be able to fend her off. One on one, neither of us stood a chance. I was working on an escape plan when Fleiss broke into a mad charge, barreling straight toward us.

A blinding spotlight washed across the wall of glass along with the thrum of rotors as a helicopter dropped down, spinning and hovering on the other side. I saw the shadow of one of the twins perched in the open heli door, cradling a monster of a rifle in her hands. Then the first window erupted, a storm of razor shards billowing across the hall as an anti-materiel round thundered into the opposite wall and plowed through into the office beyond. Fleiss was just ahead of the tempest, running like a puma, baring her teeth and drawing back her blade-hand, eyes locked on mine.

A second window detonated, then a third, shots tracking her but just a step behind. I squared my footing and took a deep breath. Caitlin threw the flap of her coat back and reached for the brass handle of her whip.

A fourth shot blew out a fourth window and this time the bullet found its mark. Not in Fleiss, but in the wall-mounted fire extinguisher just ahead of her. As the night wind roared in and the debris engulfed Fleiss in a swirling hell of broken glass, the extinguisher exploded, choking the hallway with a cloud of frozen chemical mist.

It wouldn’t stop her, but it would slow her down. More importantly, for the moment, she was blind. I grabbed Caitlin’s hand and tugged her through a side door, pulling a vanishing act. We sprinted through open cubicle farms littered with fallen papers, spilled cups of coffee, the remnants of a blitz evacuation. One hallway over, a pair of dead men turned like sleepwalkers, shambling toward us. Not that way, I thought.

Down an L-bend, a stubby corridor ended at a pair of executive elevators, the overhead panels numbered from the thirtieth floor to the penthouse. I jammed my finger against the glossy black call button and watched them light up, amber numbers slowly counting down. Then I pressed it again.

“That doesn’t make the elevator come any faster,” Caitlin said. She peeked around the corner, watching our backs.

I knew that. Everybody knew that. I hit it a few more times just to be safe.

The door rumbled open and we piled in. The panel wanted an access card, as expected, but Pixie came in clutch. Her utility key clicked in the lock, the maintenance panel swinging open on oiled hinges, and I hooked up the jumper cable on her little gizmo exactly the way she’d taught me.

The gizmo’s light turned green. Moment of truth. I tapped the button for the penthouse floor. The elevator door slid shut and machinery whirred, the cage gently shaking, lifting us up to the Enemy’s inner sanctum.

***

The penthouse foyer was painted a rancid shade of lime, with a vacant chipboard desk for a receptionist out front and a row of steel-pipe chairs that would give a chiropractor nightmares. It had been a lot nicer last time I paid a visit. I suspected the decor changed with the Enemy’s mood. He was pissed off tonight, which meant we were doing something right.

Double swung open, his lair waiting beyond. It had been built as a cathedral of glass, with what must have been breathtaking views of the city skyline. No way to know now, with every window covered over in layer upon layer of matte-black paint. The only illumination came from a bank of security monitors on the kidney curve of the Enemy’s desk, the black-and-white feeds flickering like an old television set tuned to a late-night show.

And there it was, front and center on his desk blotter. The book, heavy and leather-bound, just like I remembered it. My mouth was bone dry, all the moisture gone straight to my clammy palms. The last time I’d tried this trick, “disaster” was too light a word for the way it went.

I had a strategy this time, a plan. I’d learned from my mistakes. But here was the thing: no matter how hard you practiced a new trick, you never knew if it was a good one, not for certain, until you got up on stage and performed it for an audience.

“Go,” Caitlin whispered. “I’ll watch the door.”

I unzipped my backpack and circled the desk. My fingertips found the cool metal curve of Canton’s pocket watch, a spark of magic—a spark of hope—coaxing it to life. Beyond that tiny twinge of emotion, I kept my mind as blank as an empty sheet of paper. I’d been practicing that, too, spending weeks learning how to meditate, remembering how the book reached into my brain the last time around and plucked secrets out of my thoughts. I had to keep the mental wall up for a few seconds, just long enough to take care of business.

I flicked a glance to the stack of security monitors. No sign of Fleiss, most of the cameras trained on empty offices or catching the shadows of stumbling and aimless zombies. One, fixed on the lobby downstairs, captured the Enemy as his lightning-etched inkblot body stomped back into the building.

He stopped, freezing on the marble floor, and raised his featureless face to the camera.

He saw me. Not sure how, but it was something I felt deep in my gut, as if we were face-to-face instead of standing on opposite ends of a one-way transmission. Just to make sure I knew it, he raised his shadow-hand and pointed an accusing finger straight at the camera, straight at me.

My focus broke. The book flew open on the glass desk, yellowed pages riffling. They stopped dead on a fresh page and ink began to spill, hammered out by an invisible typewriter, taking on the stage directions of a play.

FAUST and CAITLIN enter the penthouse, the crisp type read. The BOOK senses their presence and awakens. What madness drives Faust to such a reckless act? Surely he remembers how easily he was defeated the last time. He knows, in his heart, that there will be no second chances. This building will become his tomb, and—

“Will you please,” I breathed, watching my own words appearing as dialogue on the page as I spoke them, “shut the fuck up.”

I slammed the book shut, grabbed it, and tossed it into the backpack. I felt the pocket watch pulse as I yanked the zipper tight. Then came a moment of pure synesthesia, as it wove a bubble of suspended time. I smelled the sunburst of magic, a smell like mathematics, and tasted runes on my tongue.

No time to hang around. Either it worked or it didn’t, and we’d find out in a minute. We had company coming, anyway. One of the two executive elevators was on the way to the penthouse floor, amber numbers strobing, probably Fleiss coming to corner us. While she headed up, we went down.

Now we had the Enemy somewhere below us, his henchwoman just above our heads, and one of the most powerful relics on earth riding in an improvised Faraday cage backpack, thumping against my shoulder with every step to remind me of how much was riding on the line tonight.


Chapter Eleven


The executive elevator dinged softly and let us off back on the thirtieth floor. Its twin was right behind, numbers counting down, two floors away. Fleiss must have doubled back when she didn’t catch us in the penthouse. No time to lose.

That left the Enemy, who was somewhere in the building. He might not know exactly what we were up to, but he knew we were here, and he was on his way up to greet us. No shortage of options, between multiple elevator banks and stairwells, but also no way of knowing which route he’d take. If I guessed right, we were home free. If I guessed wrong, we were dead.

I knew he’d come back in through the front lobby, which meant the closest elevators were his most likely choice. Doubling back and retracing our steps felt like the safest bet. I led the way through the empty, dark offices, the groans of wandering dead men echoing through the desolate corporate labyrinth. The cloud of white smoke had long since dissipated from the stretch of hall where we’d encountered Fleiss. Only a sea of broken glass littering the carpet remained, night wind billowing in through the shattered windows, the cold prickling my skin.

I bit back a pang of regret. I should have known better than to think I could sway Fleiss with words. I’d tried words before and failed then, too. I didn’t know why I even cared.

No. I did. I just didn’t like thinking about it too clearly.

I wasn’t some arbiter of morality, and it’d be a sick joke if I pretended otherwise. I’d buried a lot of bodies in the Nevada desert, and plenty of them were better men than I’d ever be. But the one thing they all had in common was a choice. They’d made the conscious decision to cross the line between civilian and criminal, step into my world, and draw my attention. They chose to swim with the sharks, and they couldn’t cry foul when they got bit—just like I couldn’t, either. Same rules for everybody. That was fair, right?

But Fleiss hadn’t made that choice. The Enemy had made it for her. She was violent, brutal, deadly, but in my personal ledger she still fell firmly on the side of the innocent because he had taken her choices away from her. Just like Caitlin, when I first met her years ago, trapped and bound by a porn director’s curse.

Just like my mother, in my father’s house, before she died.

Focus, I ordered myself, running at Caitlin’s side. We’ve got living death closing in from both sides and the magical equivalent of a nuke in my backpack. If there was ever a time to live up to that cold-ass gangster reputation, now would be good.

We made our way back to the elevator that would take us straight to the garage, but we didn’t ride it all the way down. I had a sudden nightmare vision of the doors opening, the Enemy standing on the other side, me and Caitlin trapped with nowhere to run. Instead, I put my trust in chaos and picked a number at random. We got off on the fourth floor and hoofed it from there, taking the emergency stairwell, winding around the black iron railings as our shoes echoed off concrete steps painted in hazard-yellow stripes.

“Is it holding?” Caitlin asked, glancing at the backpack.

“Last time I tried stealing the book, it let me get as far as the back door before shunting me into a parallel reality and rewriting my entire life’s history. Problem is, it was like a dream: you accept the weirdest things as normal until you wake up and reality smacks you in the face. I didn’t know anything was wrong until the Psychopomp shocked me back to my senses.”

“So it could already be affecting us, and we wouldn’t realize it.”

“Could be.”

I stopped short in front of the door at the bottom of the stairwell, my hand on the push bar. Either the Enemy was on the other side or he wasn’t. Either the trap was holding the book locked in time and helpless or it wasn’t. Coin flip. I squeezed Caitlin’s hand.

“You’d better be real, though,” I told her. “Because you’re the best damn thing that ever happened to me.”

She looked as tense as I felt, but she still found a little smile for me, the corner of her bottom lip trapped between her teeth.

“Same,” she said. Then her eyes took on a playful glint as she put her hand over mine and pushed the door open wide. “Well, almost.”

I blurted out a laugh, the tension shattering as we raced across the parking garage. I clicked the remote key fob, and the Barracuda let out a squawk, headlights flashing.

“Almost?” I said, pretending to be indignant.

“I’ve been alive for a very long time, pet. You have to remember I have a wider frame of reference.”

“Name one thing that’s better than me.”

We hopped into the car and I fired up the engine, passing her the backpack. The windows hissed down.

“Hmm. Well, I would say ‘cheddar cheese and caramel corn popcorn mix,’ especially that kind from Garrett’s, but I suppose you might just barely edge out a win there.”

“Oh, I see where I stand. You’re not entirely wrong.”

I threw the car into reverse, pulling out, aiming for freedom.

“Then there’s peanut butter ice cream,” she contemplated. “Duck à l’orange, beef Wellington…”

“Just say ‘the food in hell sucks,’ Cait. You can be honest. I’ve been there. I know. Some things humans are naturally better at, and cooking is—”

“Faust!”

The roar echoed through the parking garage, reverberating like a gunshot. The Enemy stood over the splintered wreckage of the barrier rail, blocking the ramp that led to the street with his flickering, hazy body.

“Somebody wants to play chicken,” I murmured.

My hand curled on the stick shift. Caitlin’s sharp fingernails trailed over my knuckles.

“Feel like obliging him?”

“I hate to say this,” I said, “but it’s honestly the safest thing we’re going to do all night.”

I hit the gas. The Barracuda burned straight toward him. He stood his ground, confident, certain he could stand up to a direct hit. I figured he could, too, which was why I waited until the last second to stomp on the brakes and haul on the wheel, tires squealing as I veered between an open lane of cars and pulled a U-turn.

He hesitated there a moment, flummoxed, and then he came after us. He ran and then he loped, dropping to all fours as he raced at us. In a second he’d matched our speed and then he was overtaking us, closing the distance, inhumanly fast. If I slowed down for another turn he’d be on our back bumper and then he’d be inside the car before we could stop him. There wasn’t anything ahead of us but a solid cinder block wall edged in gray grout.

“Cait?” I asked. “Do the honors?”

Caitlin leaned out the passenger-side window, gripping the experimental portal gun. She aimed and squeezed the trigger. The gun let out a shrill electronic whine as a beam of light fired from its wide-mouthed nozzle, splashing across the wall. The cinder blocks became a movie screen, solid white at first and then dissolving into the three-dimensional image of a city park at night.

I held my breath and drove straight into the screen.

***

There was a sudden, roller-coaster drop, my stomach twisting as we went into free fall at a hundred miles an hour. The world lurched around us like taffy, light and sound dissolving into madness, wrapping around the car in a bedlam symphony. My veins had ants in them, impossible equations hammered at the walls of my mind demanding answers, and my teeth itched. I heard wind chimes and for a weightless moment, everything smelled like fresh-cut roses.

Then reality snapped back as the portal collapsed behind us, and I hit the brakes. The Barracuda fishtailed, almost spinning out as we careened along a pedestrian path between walls of lush, unkempt trees until the car jolted to a shuddering stop.

We both froze for a second, eyes wide, listening to the thrum and click of the engine as we took our first breaths of alien air.

I checked the rearview. No Enemy. No portal, either. Behind us was the same as ahead: a city park in darkness, trees, bushes, and winding paths, not a living person in sight. A cold and misty rain hung in the air. Hazy light glowed from the frosted-glass globes of iron-wrought streetlamps dotting the path every twenty feet or so.

“You okay?” I whispered.

Caitlin nodded. “You?”

I wriggled my fingers and my toes.

“Got all my parts. How’s the portal gun look?”

She showed me. It was hot to the touch, but silent now. Bran had rigged a battery meter to the back and it showed one black light, three green. Theoretically that meant we had the juice for three more jumps, but then again, Bran had gone out of his way to warn us not to count on that. It was a prototype, and we were his first test subjects. Anything could go wrong.

But we’d made our first leap and survived. That counted for something.

I drove carefully now, slowly, following the path as it curled through the park, eyes sharp for pedestrians. So far, not a soul. This place didn’t seem very popular after dark, but that was just fine by me; we were invaders from another world, and the fewer people who knew that, the better.

Then we rolled past the canopy of trees, and Caitlin gasped. My hands tightened on the wheel as I ducked low, gazing up at the skyline on the far side of a twisted metal fence.

The city beyond the park was massive, in defiance of gravity and logic. Cyclopean art deco skyscrapers rose up into the roiling storm clouds, the landscape dotted by granite statues twenty stories tall and walkways that leaned at impossible angles. A blimp, painted in white and black checkerboard livery, drifted between the towers and shone a spotlight onto the street below, where vintage Packards and sharp-finned Cadillacs edged through bumper-to-bumper traffic. Along the outer sidewalk ringing the park, men in natty suits and fedoras walked arm in arm with ladies in flapper dresses while a dirty-faced kid in a tweed cap stood beside a newsstand and waved a rolled-up paper, shouting to passersby.

“Extra, extra, read all about it,” he called out. “Physics professor kidnapped by the Ellery Gang. Late edition, get yer copy right here, just fifteen cents!”

“Pet,” Caitlin breathed.

I knew this place. I’d been here. Well, not as myself…but I’d been here. I’d lived here.

“Cait,” I said. “Welcome to Noir York City.”


Chapter Twelve


Isaw this coming. Carolyn Saunders’s final story, before she died, wasn’t about me for a change. Or it was, in a roundabout way. In The City at Midnight, she spun the tale of the Midnight Jury, a two-fisted pulp vigilante, the hero of Noir York City. And just like all of her books, it was a bundle of entertaining lies wrapped around a nugget of truth.

When I tried and failed to steal the Enemy’s book the first time around, it shunted me here and wove an entire fabricated life for me. Here I was Danielle Faust, the Jury’s private eye alter ego. The intent, I figured, was to dissolve my memories of my old life and leave me stranded here forever, or at least until the Enemy got around to paying me a house call. Would have worked, too, if the Psychopomp hadn’t come to my rescue.

Then we visited an impossible town and found an impossible book: The City on Fire, the sequel that Carolyn never wrote. The paperback was sitting in my pack with the rest of our gear, just in case we needed it, but I’d read it cover to cover. As the eternal Scribe, Carolyn got transmissions from the ether. Maybe they came from random chance, or some higher power, maybe just the cosmos itself, she was never sure. She just wrote what she was told to write.

“Curious,” Caitlin murmured, still gazing up at the skyscrapers as I carefully eased through the pedestrian gate and merged into molasses-thick traffic. “That he’d hide a copy of his book on the same parallel world you were nearly banished to.”

“Makes sense to me. The book is sentient—it is him, part of him, literally—so it knows what the Enemy knows. It had to make a spur-of-the-moment choice on how to deal with me. Natural that it’d pick a world it already knows all about. Plus, the Enemy must have a means of traveling here, to check on his property. That’d make it easy for him to swing by and kill me whenever he felt like it. Danielle, the other me, had never heard of the Enemy. She would have been a sitting duck.”

Caitlin’s nose wrinkled. The scents of the street washed in through the open windows. Old diesel fumes, brick dust, the steam of roasted peanuts from a street-cart vendor.

“He burns worlds. It’s his entire reason to be, the purpose he was written for,” Caitlin mused. “Why would this one, out of all the possible choices, appeal to him? Why would it be special enough to spare and use as a reliquary?”

“I’m just spitballing,” I said, “but I think it might be because it’s not a normal parallel world. If Carolyn’s write-up was legit—and I’m going out on a very shaky limb saying that—this place is…artificial. Here, let me test something.”

I pulled back off the road, turning into the parking lot of an all-night diner, its chrome facade lit with cherry-red neon piping. The tires rumbled across the asphalt as I pulled up to the newsboy in the cap. He took in the sleek lines of the Barracuda, his eyes bulging.

“Gee, mister, that’s one swell ride you got there! That’s gotta be one of those new Talon Motors jalopies, ain’t it?”

“That’s right, kid.” I tossed him a quarter and he snatched it out of the air. “Keep the change.”

He passed me a newspaper through the open window, and I handed it to Caitlin.

“Say, me and my lady are going on a little vacation. What’s the fastest way out of town from here?”

I watched him short-circuit. He tilted his head, squinting, like a dog trying to understand algebra.

“Out of…but…”

“Yeah, you know. Outside Noir York.”

“But there…” He blinked, cognitive dissonance clashing with my question in real time, and I watched his mind weave an answer in defense. “I mean, you can’t…I mean, you don’t…gotta go out of town. Everything you could ever want is right here! Everybody knows that!”

I flashed a smile. “Guess you’re right. Stay safe, kid.”

We were pulling back onto the road, merging into traffic, when I heard him shout.

“Two thousand twenny…huh? Hey, mister! This quarter’s a fake! This ain’t even the president’s face!”

“Well, that’s a new one,” Caitlin said, unfurling the newspaper and studying the headlines.

“What is?”

“You just robbed a literal child.”

“I gave him a one-of-a-kind curio from a parallel dimension. It’s worth way more than fifteen cents.”

She gave me the side-eye. I shrugged.

“He looked smart. He’ll find a collector or something and sell it as a one-off misprint.”

She continued to give me the side-eye.

“Okay, okay, I confess, I actually feel bad about it. I’ll figure out how to pay him back before we leave. With a little extra on top.”

“That’s better,” she said.

Cait might be a demon, but she’s got a soft spot for kids.

“But you see what I mean?” I asked.

“There’s nothing outside the city, is there? The entire dimension is just…this.”

“Bingo.”

“And the locals don’t know that.”

“They’re not allowed to know that,” I said. “Blissfully unaware, from the cradle to the grave. If they get curious, the rules that govern this world kick in and give them every reason not to be curious.”

“For the Enemy, a creature that enjoys rewriting people’s minds and lives, that must have been catnip.” She frowned. “Hmm. Still, if this world is nothing but a city, it’s an enormous one. Where do we start looking for a needle in this haystack?”

I had been thinking about that since the moment we landed here, and as leads went, it wasn’t half-bad.

“Once the Psychopomp woke me up, I snapped back to my own body, back in our world,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean Danielle just poofed out of existence. I mean, she might have. I’ve never encountered that kind of magic before and I’m not entirely sure what we’re dealing with. But…”

Caitlin’s lips curled in a plum, eager smile.

“You want to ask yourself for help.”

“I’m pretty sure I remember the way,” I said.

***

I coasted on muscle memory. These streets were strange to my mind but second nature to my hand on the wheel, and I found myself flicking the turn signal, peeling off down foreign avenues lined with liquor stores, gun shops, and all-night strip clubs lit in dirty electric, going waist-deep into the seedier side of town. It felt like home.

We parked in the crumbling shadow of a derelict art deco tower, most of the windows dark or covered by tacked-up sheets, glass shot through with spiderweb cracks, a once-opulent granite cathedral left to rot. The revolving door groaned and spat us out into a lobby under buzzing electric lights. A Florentine pattern on the linoleum floor struggled to be seen under years of grime and dirt, and the stink of cheap cigarettes hung in the stale air.

We stepped into an old manual elevator. I pulled the wire-frame door shut behind us, turned a dial for a floor near the top, and hauled on a rusty lever. The cage shuddered, jolted, and then began to rise. We looked out across floor after floor, a slow and steady climb. Some were bathed in darkness, all the lights dead or smashed and dangling from broken metal shells. Others were war zones, busted doors and bullet-riddled plaster walls. One floor, serenely lit, echoed with the tinny sound of violin music from a warbling record player.

The elevator arrived, stopping with a grind of metal and a shake so violent that, for one dizzying moment, I thought it might slip from its cable and fall. We got out fast, finding our footing on a long runner of mildewed red carpet. Water spots blossomed on the ceiling, dotting the hall, ringed with black mold.

“You’re certain this is the place?” Caitlin asked me.

“I remember it,” I said. “I lived here. In reality, it was only an hour or two, maybe, but in my head…”

I used to piece through the memories in the dark, separating reality from the fantasy that had been written for me, the imaginary life intended to devour and destroy the real one. Eventually I gave up. I’d always carry it with me, bits and pieces of Danielle, like a dream only half-remembered upon waking.

“This is the place,” I said. I led the way to the end of the hall. Last door on the left, I was pretty sure. Then I paused, standing before the pebbled glass. Block letters read R. MACKEY, PRIVATE INVESTIGATIONS.

“Not what you expected?” Caitlin asked.

No. Could I have been wrong? Or maybe, as a result of the strange magic involved, Danielle really did cease to exist the second I slipped the trap. Another person came in to fill her shoes, the gap left in her absence, someone to take the shape of a missing life.

There was only one way to be sure. I knocked. A moment later, I saw a shadow moving behind the glass. The door swung open, but not too wide.

The man on the other side was burly, wearing trousers and suspenders over a white undershirt, one hairy arm propped against the doorframe. The sign on the door said private eye but he read like cop to me, from his flint-hard eyes to his chunky, square-toed shoes.

“Help you?” he said.

“I hope so,” I told him. “We’re looking for Danielle Faust.”

His cheek tightened. His eyes went a little harder.

“You family? Brother or something?” He gestured at his own face. “You look like her.”

“Something like that,” I said.

Wrong answer. I watched his body language go tighter.

“She’s not here anymore,” he said. “Didn’t leave a forwarding address. Anyway, it’s late, so…”

He was getting ready to close the door in our faces, so I decided to take a chance.

“We’re looking for Danielle,” I said, “but…we really need the Midnight Jury.”

He looked from me to Caitlin and back again. Not sure what he was hunting for, but he seemed to find it. He leaned out, scoping out the empty hallway, then opened the door wider.

“Think you’d both better come inside,” he told us.


Chapter Thirteen


“Name’s Roy,” the big man said, rubbing one eye as he filled a glass carafe with murky-looking water from a rusted tap. He set it on an electric tray, clicked it on, and went rummaging in a cabinet for a bag of coffee grounds.

His place—my place, once—was almost exactly how I remembered it. A cluttered studio, office in front and apartment in the back. A Murphy bed with a stained mattress, a narrow kitchenette counter cluttered with dishes and pizza boxes, and a window overlooking the lights of Noir York City. A bulky, off-kilter desk bore a scattering of manila folders, case files and black-and-white photographs, and a half-finished mug of cold coffee. I wondered if there was still a bottle of bourbon in the bottom left drawer.

“Faust,” I told him.

“Says you.”

“Daniel Faust. This is Caitlin.”

He paused, holding the bag of grounds over a French press, eyeing me in mid-pour.

“Daniel and Danielle. Your parents must have thought they were cute.”

I shared a glance with Caitlin. This guy was our best lead, and if I wasn’t careful, I’d scare him off. Gotta play it like Bogart. I tilted my head. Now where did that thought come from? Oh, right. This city.

“It’s a little more complicated than that,” I said.

“Figured that much, considering you came around asking about the Midnight Jury. Now, here’s the part where I tell you that the Jury’s an urban legend. A spook story that mobsters tell each other around the poker table.”

Caitlin stood by a coat rack, running a finger along the seam of a dangling beige trench coat, reading the inner label.

“Which would make this the part,” she said, “where we show a little more of our hand. Give you our bona fides, so you know you can trust us.”

Roy nodded. “So sing it, sister.”

Caitlin unzipped the outer pocket of my backpack, took out the rumpled paperback copy of The City on Fire, and handed it over to him. He read the back cover, his bushy eyebrows slowly lifting. Then he opened it up and flipped to the copyright page.

“They said she never wrote the sequel,” he said softly, to himself as much as to us.

“Technically she didn’t,” I said, taking the book back from him. “Like I said, complicated. But we’re from out of town. And judging from your reaction…”

Caitlin finished the thought for me: “So are you.”

The carafe hissed. He clicked it off and poured steaming water into the French press, letting it simmer.

“Need to phone a friend,” he said, reaching for a bony black receiver with a rotary dial. “Operator? Put me through to Hudson Six Five Thousand. Thank you.”

We waited, listening to faint clicks and buzzes drifting from the handset. Then a soft, feminine voice, too muffled to make out. I wondered if that was me on the other end. I wondered what I’d say when we came face-to-face. I wondered if I’d have to say anything at all or if we’d just know.

“Yeah, it’s Roy. Listen, need you to swing by the office, pronto. We’ve got—say what again? Christ, of all the nights for Damsel to start pulling her usual crap. We don’t need this now.”

I stood up straighter. “Damsel” was the Psychopomp’s alias in this incarnation. Her powers, and her madness, had twisted her into a member of Noir York’s resident rogues’ gallery. And whatever the woman on the line was saying, Roy was giving me hard looks over it.

“‘Daniel,’ huh? Yeah, that tracks. Let it slide for now. This is more important, trust me. I got a couple of out-of-towners here, and one of ’em is just a street shy of being a familiar face. All right. Stay safe, see you soon.”

Roy hung up. He nodded to the book in my hand.

“What do you know about her?”

“Carolyn Saunders? She was a friend of ours. We were there when she died.”

“Funny,” he said, “for a while, I was pretty sure she never existed in the first place. Anybody can write anything under a fake name. Believe me, I know. Thought she might have just been the lure in the water.”

“The lure?” Caitlin asked.

“You showed me yours, I’ll show you mine.” He crouched, opening a cabinet, lining up a quartet of mismatched mugs on the edge of the counter. “I used to be a cop. Not on this side of the door. The other side.”

I flicked a glance at his shoes. “I could tell.”

“Yeah? Just like I can tell what side of the street you walk on, wise guy. And your dame ain’t even all the way human.”

Caitlin responded with a tiny smile of surprise. “How do you know?”

“Him? Please. When I was on the job, I worked undercover. Busting up mob joints isn’t my main line of work anymore, but when you’re a PI in this town, it comes up a lot more often than you might think. Suffice to say I know a gangster when I see one. As for you…that’s trickier.”

He held his fingers by his ear, twirling them a little as he squinted, studying her eyes.

“It’s an instinct. Something you just learn after a while. I think it was the second or third time the Dark Dryad ambushed me and tied me up; I realized I could almost feel her presence. It’s just…a thing you know, deep down inside.”

“You get tied up a lot?” I asked.

“It’s kind of her whole deal. She ties me up, threatens to torture me, gets weird and uncomfortably touchy. I escape, she vows revenge, etcetera.”

He wasn’t giving himself enough credit. In my second sight I caught the heat-mirage sizzle of residual magic wafting off him, not part of the ambient background of this bizarre, artificial world. Roy Mackey, PI, was a natural magician and he didn’t even realize it.

“Anyway,” he said, “if I can get back to my story?”

“Please,” Caitlin said, shooting me a look.

“Lost the badge. Had a battle with a demon, the kind that comes in white powder form. I finally won out and kicked that demon’s ass, but it cost me everything I had to get there. Hung out my shingle doing private jobs, which is when I got a call from a man calling himself ‘Mr. Smith.’” He gave me a tiny snort. “Well, that was a look.”

I reminded myself not to play poker with this guy.

“We know him,” I said. “And before you ask, no, we are not friends.”

“Knew him,” Roy shot back. “If he screwed you like he screwed me, you’ll be pleased to hear he’s as dead as disco. Saw it happen with my own two eyes.”

Caitlin sighed. “Unfortunately…”

Roy pursed his lips and turned back to the counter, reaching for the French press.

“You’d think I’d be used to that by now. Still, it happened on the home side of the door, not this side. Different rules. How do you take your coffee?”

He hadn’t asked if we wanted any, but he didn’t need to. This was going to be a long night and I think all of us knew it. “Black.”

“Black is fine,” Caitlin said.

“Glad you said that because I’m pretty sure we’re out of sugar.”

He poured four cups, not three, and a moment later a shadow darkened the pebbled glass door. Too fast, I realized, given the timing of the phone call. It had taken Cait and me a good two minutes just to ride that rickety death trap of an elevator up here. Of course, if someone came down, from the roof…

A quick rat-a-tat knock at the door—shave and a haircut, two bits—and it opened wide to reveal a petite, mousy young woman wearing tapered trousers and a twill blazer over a blouse and tie. She pushed her glasses up on her nose and gave Caitlin and me a nervous look before stepping in and shutting the door behind her.

“I see we have company,” she said, putting on a plucky smile. “I’m Lucy Langenkamp, Roy’s secretary and fearless girl Friday.”

“Every private eye’s secret weapon,” Roy said, handing her a mug of coffee as she crossed the room to stand at his side. “Except, ah…”

He flicked his gaze to the paperback in my hand. Lucy read the cover, her chin slowly lifting, the smile draining from her face.

“I thought she never wrote the sequel.”

“That’s what I said. Lucy, meet Caitlin and Daniel. Daniel Faust. They’re from out of town. Like us. I was just telling them how I got here.”

“Don’t let me interrupt, boss.”

I couldn’t miss how Lucy sidestepped a little bit, getting closer to the Murphy bed. No, not the bed. Closer to the wooden panel, almost but not quite flush against the wall under the window. Some kind of hidey-hole, I thought. Got a gun in there, Lucy? I wasn’t offended. If a couple of strangers from another world showed up in my office, knowing things they shouldn’t, I’d be reaching for an insurance policy too.

“Smith hired me to hunt down a lost manuscript,” Roy said, “posing as your friend Carolyn’s publisher. The manuscript for that book in your hand. The whole thing was a setup from the start. He and his people really wanted the writer who Carolyn cribbed from. The author of a limited-run, canceled comic book called The Midnight Jury.”

“Noir York’s famous vigilante,” Caitlin murmured.

“One and the same. Everything that happened in the comic happened here, for real.”

“And then some,” Lucy added.

“So, not realizing I’m being led down the garden path—and that Smith planned to shoot me, not pay me—I go looking for this leggy dame.” Roy paused, wincing, and looked to Caitlin. “Um, sorry about that. I’ve been living here for a couple of years now, and the city…changes you into an archetype. Makes you fit into its story. It apparently decided I’m supposed to be a hard-boiled private dick, so unless I work real hard not to, I just start talking that way.”

“You kinda already did, back on Earth, though,” Lucy told him.

“You’re lucky you’re cute.”

“You’re lucky you’re good with a gat,” she fired back.

“Turns out,” Roy said, “and don’t ask me for specifics because this metaphysical stuff fries my egg, once in a generation you get a kid whose psychic powers are so off the charts that what they imagine becomes reality. Not in their world, though. In a place like this. Noir York City was the mental playground of a teenager raised on a diet of superhero comics, old detective movies, and pulp fiction. One long, messy, and bloody story short, me and Lucy ended up stuck on this side of the doorway.”

“Which brings me to the obvious question,” I said. I didn’t want to ask, but I had to. I nodded back over my shoulder. “I thought you were calling Danielle. And it used to be her name on the door, but now it’s yours. Where is she?”

Roy and Lucy traded a glance. I realized that he might play the boss around here, but he was deferring to her. She gave him a tiny nod.

“Were you close?” he asked me.

“Closer than you can imagine.”

He didn’t have to say anything else. I knew the look on his face. I’d worn it myself, delivering the same news, more times than I wanted to remember.

“How did she die?” I asked him.


Chapter Fourteen


Iasked Roy, but Lucy answered. She was shedding the plucky secretary act, regarding Cait and me somewhere between a threat and potential allies, squaring her feet and raising her chin.

“She died brave. She never backed down and she never gave up. Not even at the end.”

“Glad to hear that,” I said, “but I’m more interested in who pulled the trigger. I’d like to know if they’re still walking above ground and breathing without my consent.”

“Piece of shit named Duke Ellery,” Roy replied. “He didn’t pull the trigger, that was one of his henchmen, but he orchestrated the hit. And slow your roll, Don Corleone. You can’t get at him.”

“You’d be amazed who I can get at.”

I shouldn’t have been angry. I shouldn’t have been sad. It was ridiculous. Danielle wasn’t even real. She was me, a mask that the Enemy’s book had created and forced me to wear. But I had just gotten done burying my kid brother—a brother I’d been forced to put down like a rabid dog after the rakshasa queen spent years grooming him, brainwashing him, and sending him on a murder mission against me and mine. Now he was gone.

I’d never been one to stand on blood. My family was bound by deeper ties. Bentley and Corman were my fathers, better and truer fathers than the bastard who spawned me could have ever dreamed of being. If I needed a sister, Jennifer and Pixie were just a phone call away. My crew was a family of choice, the kind that could stand together against any storm.

But in my head, Danielle was my sister too, and I wanted to see her walk through that office door. I wanted to know her. I wanted her in my life.

I had missed my chance.

“You have to understand how things work around here—” Roy started to say.

Lucy cut him off. “But first, I need you to explain exactly who Danielle was to you and how you ended up here. Because we’ve got a little problem. Damsel, one of the Midnight Jury’s most wanted, broke out of Corum Asylum about four hours ago. She left a note in her cell.”

Lucy handed me a rough scrap of paper, words scribbled in what looked like neon green crayon.

daniel, it read.

don’t look for me, i can’t help you this time, i’m sorry

i’m dangerous tonight

I thought back to that strange night, living in Danielle’s skin. I’d been called to confront Damsel out on Wonder Pier, in the shadow of a Ferris wheel. I was there to talk her down, to convince her to go back to the hospital. She wasn’t evil, just broken, and this artificial story-city twisted her powers—her powers as the Psychopomp, a creation of the First Story—in unpredictable and dangerous ways. She’d dug into my mind and reminded me who I really was, shocking me back to my real life.

More recently, I’d encountered my world’s incarnation of the same woman. We chatted over stolen drinks in a nightclub just off the Vegas strip. She had given me the clues I needed to follow the trail of the Enemy’s book, along with a warning.

Be careful, she said, if you meet me as Damsel again. That was an earlier incarnation of mine and I was very sick that time around. I won’t remember this meeting because to her perspective, it hasn’t happened yet. She may hurt you, and that would make now-me very unhappy.

“So tell me,” Lucy said, “on the same night a stranger from our Earth lands here in Noir York—a stranger with almost the same name as our Danielle and a strikingly similar face—how it happens that Damsel busts out and leaves a note just for you?”

“It’s a long story,” I said.

Roy gestured to the French press. “We’ve got plenty of coffee.”

***

Caitlin and I talked, and they listened. Asking questions here and there but mostly listening, occasionally leaning in, whispering to each other. They didn’t take much convincing. They were refugees from another world, after all, and now they lived in a bizarre fever dream of a pocket dimension. They were used to the weird shit by now.

“So these…‘First Story’ people,” Roy said, pouring himself a second cup. “They just keep coming back, again and again?”

“That’s the gist of it.”

“Sounds like hell.”

“It is,” Caitlin said, “for most of them.”

“So our world’s Damsel is the same person as the Psychopomp you met on Earth,” Lucy said, trying to follow, “who referred to Damsel as her former incarnation, but…they’re both alive right now at the same time.”

I held out my hand, waggling it from side to side.

“Time, between parallel worlds, gets really tricky,” I said. “Sometimes it flows at different rates, or moves backwards, or just doesn’t sync up at all. Once I saw two incarnations of the Witch team up together.”

“Two versions of the same person,” Roy said.

“More or less. One was an anthropology professor, one runs a global fascist empire. One’s prickly, the other’s a massive asshole. Anyway, the Psychopomp’s whole deal is that she’s always a little cracked upstairs, but the cracks let the light in. She knows things that nobody else does. Sees things nobody else can see.”

“She must have picked up on our arrival.” Caitlin crossed her arms and let out a sigh. “Once we found out she was institutionalized here, visiting her would have been our next stop. Our second-best chance at a lead on the book.”

The last of Lucy’s mousy facade crumbled. One of her hands curled into a fist.

“Son of a bitch,” she spat.

I raised an eyebrow, asking a silent question.

“You know what this means,” she said to Roy.

“She found another supplier. Inside.” He looked to us. “You know what Damsel’s power is?”

I remembered, from my hours as Danielle. “She’s a junkie. But when she takes drugs, the effects hit everyone around her, magnified ten times over. She drops acid, everyone within twenty feet of her starts to hallucinate. She snorts coke…”

“People start dropping dead of heart attacks or literally vibrate out of their own skin,” Lucy said. “She doesn’t want to hurt anybody. She just can’t help it. They’re supposed to be drying her out in there. If she sensed you coming, and broke out to stop you from getting close to her, there’s only one reason why. Some goddamn orderly is giving her junk again. Swear to God, I’m going over there and cleaning house. I know it won’t stick, but—”

“Time for that later,” Roy said. “We should check her usual crash pads.”

“I already made my rounds with the local dealers, everyone she usually scores from. They’re all staying inside tonight, doors locked.”

“Won’t stick?” I asked.

“Like I told you earlier, you have to know how things work around here.” He took Caitlin’s mug, freshened it up and passed it back to her, then took mine. “Noir York doesn’t just look like a comic book. It is a comic book. All the conventions, all the tropes, are in full effect. It’s not like back on Earth. Comic book rules are like physics here.”

It wasn’t our first time in a pocket world like this one. Caitlin and I had just escaped the crumbling ruin of Springfield, another artificial dimension, that one based around horror movies. We’d managed to stave off a hulking killer just by keeping an eye on him at all times because according to the rules of slasher flicks, he could only teleport right behind you if nobody was watching. In our world, it was nonsensical; in Springfield, it was ironclad science.

Melanie fought a vampire in Springfield. I was incredibly proud of her, but I warned her that she could never talk about it because no one would believe her. Everyone knew that vampires didn’t exist.

“Just like the comics,” Lucy explained, “nothing big ever changes for long. Round up some garden-variety muggers, they’ll stay behind bars, but if they’ve got a reputation and a name—especially if they wear a mask or have a gimmick, a genuine villain—forget about it. Toss them in prison, they’ll bust out eventually.”

Roy sipped his coffee and snorted. “Our local asylum has a revolving door out front.”

“Kill one,” Lucy said, “and he’ll be back, guaranteed. Either they miraculously escaped at the last second, or they faked their death, or it was some mook disguised as them—”

“Or my favorite,” Roy added, “it was actually part of their evil plan all along.”

“Before she died, Danielle told me she threw the Roach into a wood chipper once. Straight into a wood chipper. That took him off the table for half a year, but then all of a sudden, there he was, good as new. Know what his explanation was? Didn’t have one. He said he didn’t even remember it.”

Roy handed me a fresh mug of coffee. It tasted like swill, but I needed the caffeine.

“Point is,” he told us, “it’s like we’re all playing for an invisible audience. The world will bend time and space, rewrite history, do whatever it takes to keep the story going forever. And popular characters never stay gone for long.”

“And now I finally have the answer to a mystery that’s been puzzling me since Danielle died,” Lucy added. She looked my way. “I don’t need to put the pieces together for you, right? You know who Danielle was, after hours.”

All things considered, I had a pretty good guess.

“The Midnight Jury,” I said.

“When she wasn’t a PI, she put on the hat and coat, picked up a pair of .45 automatics, and dealt out justice. Her way. I always wondered why she never came back. But if she was you, a version of you, from our Earth…that explains it.”

“There seems to be an exception for non-locals,” Roy said. “Whatever magic runs this place doesn’t quite see us, or at least doesn’t see us the same way. We die, we stay dead. Same goes for you two, just so you’re clear on that.”

“And yet,” Caitlin purred, locking eyes with Lucy, “despite the fact that you and Roy are in real danger, and this world won’t resurrect you if you die here…you still took up the mantle of the Jury when Danielle passed.”

Lucy’s hand froze, her mug raised halfway to her lips.

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to,” Caitlin replied. “I’ve read a few comic books myself.”

“So that’s why you can’t get payback for Danielle,” Roy told me, “not in any way that lasts. Duke Ellery isn’t just a villain: in the Jury’s rogues’ gallery, he’s number one with a bullet. A black-magic gangster with a whole crew of costumed killers backing him up. You can kill him, sure, but he’ll be back, guaranteed.”

“Might be satisfying anyway,” I said.

“There are bigger stakes in play,” Lucy said. “How did you get here?”

I didn’t see any reason to lie. “Experimental portal gun. Mad techno-magic stuff. Good for a few more jumps before it burns out, if we’re lucky.”

Lucy grimaced. “And that’s a massive problem. The Duke knows he’s a fictional character. He’s obsessed with crossing over into what he calls the ‘real’ world. He figures that with an army of supervillains, he could take over the place and make himself a king. Back when we first squared off, me and Roy closed the door behind us. We don’t have a way home.”

“We can fix that,” I said. “You can come with us—”

“You’re not getting it. Here, he’s contained. The Jury isn’t the only vigilante in town. He’s got opposition, people with the skills and the drive to smack him down every time he makes a big play for power, and because this is a comic book, he wins in the short-term but he always loses in the end. On Earth, unbound by the rules? There’d be no stopping him. That portal thingy of yours is too dangerous to exist in Noir York. We need to get you what you’re looking for and then get you gone before the Duke sniffs you out. You said this relic takes on the shape of a book, right?”

She looked to Roy. He nodded like he could read her mind.

“Declerc,” he said.

Lucy sighed. “The Loremonger.”


Chapter Fifteen


“When it comes to the black market in this town,” Roy explained, “Declerc’s the man to see. He deals in everything from stolen cars to magical relics, but books are the Loremonger’s first love. He cherry-picks the best stuff for his personal library and sells the rest. He’s neutral, like Switzerland, and that’s a high-wire act in this town. Does business with everyone from Ellery’s gang to the East Side Mob, and they mostly tolerate it because he makes himself useful.”

“Mostly,” Lucy added. “The Duke did have him killed once. Dispute over a book, actually.”

Caitlin cupped her mug in both hands, steam rising as she took a sip of jet-black coffee.

“I’m presuming he got better,” she said, “and went back to doing business like nothing ever happened.”

Roy pointed at her. “See, now you’re getting it. The Loremonger’s real power is information. He’s got eyes and ears all over the city, lines on a dozen scores and heists that he saves for a rainy day. Then, when the time is right, he hires a crew and sends them off to fetch him a prize. If anybody in Noir York knows about this ‘Enemy’s’ magic book, it’ll be him.”

A fixer, by any other name. I’d done business with fixers before. I knew how to speak their language.

“Can you hook us up?” I asked.

“I can, but I’ll have to cash in a favor. He’s not a big fan of mine, for…reasons. We need something from you in return.”

“Name it.”

Lucy answered for him.

“I know you want revenge for what happened to Danielle,” she said. “You take it personally. I get it. I really do. But my job—her job, the Jury’s job—is to safeguard both this reality and our homeworld. I want your promise that when you get what you came for, you’ll leave and take that portal gun with you so there’s no chance that Ellery can get his hands on it. It’s what Danielle would have wanted. If you’re really her, I mean, if what she was is based on you, then I think you know that.”

I knew. I didn’t want to. I wanted to take a detour, track this bastard down, and see the fear in his eyes before I pulled the trigger, but Lucy was right. We already had a genocidal cosmic being and a rakshasa queen running wild on Earth, both of them trying to turn my planet into a smoking cinder. If I accidentally unleashed a whole flood of comic-book supervillains, that’d be the icing on the apocalypse cake. I didn’t need that on my conscience.

“My word on it,” I said. “No side jobs, no revenge mission. We get the book and we’re gone.”

“Good deal,” Roy grunted, reaching for the phone. “You’re both welcome to come back anytime, so long as it’s a one-way trip. Now let’s see if I can get this weasel to agree to a meeting.”

***

On the drive to the meet, Caitlin started to cough.

She was riding shotgun, Roy in the back seat. Lucy had gone her own way, assuring us that the Midnight Jury would be watching from a distance, just in case things went wrong.

“Cait?”

She buried her face in the crook of her arm, waving me off with her hand until she got it out of her system.

“It’s nothing, pet. Probably just under the weather.”

She had never, in all the time I’d known her, gotten sick. Not once. I didn’t think demons could get sick. All the same, I let it slide for now.

When we got to the meet, pulling into a gloomy underground parking garage lined with silver roadsters and stretch cars, all fins and exposed radiators and sculpted swoops of chrome, she volunteered to stay with the car.

“For one, as much as I know you love it, our chariot doesn’t exactly fit in with the rest. And you’ll be cross if it gets stolen again.”

“Can’t really argue that.”

“More importantly,” she said, “our hosts have a point. We have to protect the portal gun at all costs, not just for our sake—because we’d both like to make it home again—but to keep it out of the wrong hands. And this ‘Loremonger’ has contacts all over town. That means he talks all over town. Better to keep it well away from him.”

Again, I couldn’t argue. I wanted her at my side, always did, but sometimes splitting up made tactical sense. I took the elevator up with Roy, riding together in a gilded cage, watching glowing numbers above the stylish, engraved double doors climb into the low stratosphere. We didn’t chat. He kept his own counsel, I kept mine. But I had to ask eventually.

“So what was she like? Danielle.”

He shrugged, keeping his eyes on the numbers.

“You want the truth or a comforting lie?”

“I want a comforting lie, but I need the truth,” I told him. “So what Lucy said back there, about her being brave when she died—”

“Oh, no. That part’s true. She went out with her boots on.” He slouched back against the elevator wall, weighing his words. “In the heat of the action, she was golden. No fear, no hesitation, always did the right thing. When the action was over, though…she was kind of a wreck. It’s the job that does it. Happens to every vigilante in this town eventually. I figure it’ll happen to me and Lucy someday.”

“How do you mean?”

“You ever read comic books?”

For a moment I was back in the bad old days, boosting comics from the corner store along with something to eat because Dad was too drunk to remember to feed us. Me and Teddy, huddled under a blanket fort, turning the brightly colored pages together and dreaming of being powerful one day.

“Sure.”

“Readers love the heroes, but they love the villains too. So instead of what would happen in the real world—some psycho tries to blow up a skyscraper and he gets life in prison, never to see daylight again—there’s always a plot contrivance to bring them back again. Let out on a technicality, busted out by their henchmen, some kind of last-second miraculous escape. And nobody really thinks about it too hard. But when you’re living in a comic book…”

Roy paused. He looked down at his hand, curling his fingers, like he was walking through a memory of his own.

“That ‘nothing ever changes’ rule only applies to the main characters. The heroes, the villains. But the average person doesn’t get that grace. That friendly corner newsstand owner who gets blown away, collateral damage in a gang war, or that young schoolteacher who gets burned alive as part of an insurance scam…they stay dead. There’s no such thing as real justice in a comic-book world because the villains can never be held to full account. So what’s fun on the printed page becomes a moral obscenity, one that stays with you every time you go on the job. A wound that never heals.”

“So why do you do it?” I asked. “You and Lucy. Why keep fighting when you know you can’t win?”

He rubbed the stubble on his jaw and shrugged.

“To minimize the pain. We can’t destroy the darkness, but we can light it up some. Save as many lives as we can, keep things from getting any worse in this nightmare town.” He glanced sidelong at me. “It’s a lesson I wish I’d learned back on your side of the door before I came here.”

“How’s that?”

“I never understood how powerful I really was. How powerful everyone is. Because in the real world, you can change things. People can stand up for what’s right and really make a difference, one that lasts. One that spreads.”

“Harder than it sounds,” I said.

“True. But you don’t have to be a superhero, either. Small things. Tiny things, even. Every little act of good counts, and they all add up. What’s that old saying, enough snowflakes pile up and they eventually cause an avalanche? Well, pull enough glimmers of light together, and what you’ve got is a sunrise.”

He locked eyes with me.

“When you get back to Earth, don’t forget that. Don’t take it for granted like I did.”

The cage glided to a stop. The doors chimed and slid open.

“Let me take the lead,” he said. “I know how to talk to this guy.”

“Thought you said he didn’t like you.”

“Dan, I’m a private eye in Noir York City. Nobody likes me.”


Chapter Sixteen


We were underdressed for this place. The Skyline Lounge was a swank bar at the top of the world, a slowly rotating disc balanced on a soaring needle of granite. Floor-to-ceiling windows ringed the room, looking out over the city from a vantage so high I couldn’t see the streets below. Just more towers, sculpted titans watched over by gargoyles of chrome. We stepped around a waitress in a beaded flapper dress, and I followed Roy’s lead as he made a beeline for one particular window-side table.

Declerc, the Loremonger, was waiting for us. He wore a funeral suit and a bola tie, and he’d compensated for a hairline in full retreat by growing his blond hair long and stringy in the back, a tangled spill across the badly tailored shoulders of his jacket. He didn’t look at me so much as leer, a reptilian stare that felt like an invisible lick along my cheek.

“Detective,” he purred. “And…guest.”

Roy pulled back a chair on the other side of the table. I joined him, taking a seat after casting a quick look at the tables around us. No obvious bodyguards, just some pretty peacocks drinking the night away. Didn’t mean Declerc had come alone, but if he’d brought backup, they were doing a good job of staying discreet.

“A client,” Roy said. “Declerc, Faust. Faust, Declerc.”

The Loremonger didn’t offer to shake hands, but his sickly smile rose a notch.

“Faust,” he said like he was tasting it. “Now there’s a name with a pedigree. Tell me, do you know that your friend Roy here does business with vigilantes?”

I leaned back a little, casual. “Long as he keeps his word, his business is none of mine.”

“Ah. A utilitarian philosopher.”

“I’ve been called worse.”

“Such as…an invader from another dimension?”

That surprised me. I didn’t deny it; that was too wild of a guess not to have some kind of certainty behind it, and I wanted to know how he’d clocked me.

“Is it my clothes?” I asked. “No, the hair. Has to be the hair.”

He held up a shiny quarter, pinched between his thumb and forefinger.

“A precocious young man brought this to a numismatist, wondering what he could get for it. The expert in question is one of my informants. He asked the lad where he got it, gave him a dollar, and shooed him off, then called me. You match the description, and I’ve already verified that this coin is not of our world. So, suffice to say, you have my complete and total attention.”

“Faust is in the market for a book,” Roy said. “One of a kind. You were the first name in my Rolodex.”

“Naturally.” His tongue slithered across his lips. “Tell me about this…book.”

This was the tricky part. The copy we’d stolen from Northlight was sleeping soundly for now, snug in its backpack cage with Canton’s watch holding it in suspended animation. I could hardly take it out to show him. Then there was the bigger problem, in that nothing said the three copies had to look identical. No reason it couldn’t camouflage itself to fit in with its environment. I could only go on what I knew for certain.

“It’s irradiated with magic,” I told him. “And I mean off-the-scales irradiated. And it’s sentient.”

Declerc’s eyebrows lifted. And he caught himself quick, put his poker face back on, but I caught the look of a direct hit in his eyes.

“It doesn’t like being touched without permission,” I added. “And if someone tries, it’s got a whole arsenal of nasty tricks to deal with that.”

“And you,” he said with a bone-dry chuckle, “covet such a thing?”

“I like to read dangerously.”

He held his silence, contemplating me, taking my measure. I gave him all the time he needed. Eventually, he drummed his bony fingers on the table.

“Well, Mr. Faust, you can call me your Mephistopheles because I may just have a bargain for you. As it so happens, I’m aware of a recent bit of fascinating criminal activity. Which I, of course, had nothing to do with.”

“Of course,” Roy said, rolling his eyes. I fought the urge to kick him under the table.

“The East Side Mob’s been in contention with a pack of upstarts,” Declerc said, “some sort of doomsday cult. Hooded robes, ritual daggers, grave omens scrawled on the walls, that sort of nonsense. Finally found their warren, raided it in full force, and wiped the cultists out. But among their treasures, something very curious was found. A mint-condition comic book, under a glass case, in a place of high honor.”

That was it. I fought to keep the excitement from showing as my heart kicked. Camouflage, I thought. Of course the thing would turn itself into a comic book in this world.

“It proved…troublesome,” Declerc continued. “The first three men who tried to take it simply vanished, never to be seen again. The fourth was quite violently ripped inside out. They say he still lived, screaming, for a good five minutes afterward.”

Definitely the book I was looking for.

Doomsday cult, huh? We know Ms. Fleiss usually sets up the Enemy’s interdimensional ops, keeps things running trim for him. She probably got a bunch of lunatics together—not hard, in this town—convinced them to worship her boss and protect that book like some kind of holy relic. Only one problem: put on a costume, and the city decides you want to be part of the action. They got written into the storyline. Trouble was inevitable.

“If you can tell me where to find the lair—” I started to say.

“Oh, the book is long gone now. The East Side boys eventually managed to snag the prize.”

That was unexpected. “How?”

“Doktor Impakt and the Golem. A deadly one-two punch under any circumstances, but they have their utility, too.”

Roy leaned over to me, lowering his voice.

“The Doktor’s a robot,” he murmured, “of the ‘big, hulking killer’ variety. The Golem…well, I’m honestly not sure what the hell he is, besides a freak. Projects a bubble around him where magic just…stops working. Friendly, hostile, doesn’t matter, nothing gets through it.”

Neat trick. Also a potential problem, but I’d deal with that if and when the time came. Right now I needed to get close to that book before the Enemy or Ms. Fleiss came hunting for it. By now they’d know what we’d done at Northlight Tower. One copy of his precious reliquary was missing, with two more up for grabs.

We had to win two more times. All they had to do was reclaim one and take it out of our reach. It’d spawn replacements and all of this, all our work, all the risk, would have been for nothing.

“I understand you’re quite the book collector yourself,” I said to Declerc.

“There are limits to even my avarice,” he admitted. “Do I want it? Of course I do. Do I have a way to contain it? I do not.”

“Man has to know his limitations,” Roy said.

“But,” Declerc added, “you seem quite prepared to take the risk. I described the danger, and you didn’t even flinch. I could, for appropriate remuneration, broker a meeting with the East Side boys for you. Arrange a suitable trade, if you’ve quality goods to offer.”

The mob had a white elephant on their hands. Or a ticking time bomb. They’d captured the book, but keeping it meant constant vigilance and, assuming this Golem guy had to stay inside the book’s radius at all times, they were one pair of hands down. And it wasn’t like they could actually use it for anything themselves; they didn’t even know what it really was. They’d want to get rid of it, on the cheap.

I had come prepared. I tossed a paperback on the table between us. The City on Fire.

“Take a look,” I told him.

He scooped it up, curious. His lips slowly parted as he flipped through the pages.

“This is…” he breathed.

“An artifact from a parallel dimension,” I said. “About this one, written by a psychic visionary. Including some bits of information certain people would find incredibly valuable. Like the true, secret identity of the Midnight Jury.”

I’d discussed this with Roy on the way over. In reality, it didn’t. Just like Carolyn’s accounts of my own adventures were both fictionalized and straight-up wrong—in her tales, I was a dashing medieval rogue named Donatello Faustus, wooer of vampire vixens and buckler of swashes—not only was neither Danielle nor Lucy named in the paperback, Carolyn’s version of the Midnight Jury was a man.

But that was the great thing about having a secret identity. You could lie and not get called on it.

I saw Declerc’s fingers curling, like a dragon hoarding gold, eyes shifting as if he was thinking of making a break for the elevator with it. I reached over and snatched the book out of his hands.

“Here’s what I’m thinking,” I said. “Broker the deal. Be my middleman. I give you this book, the East Side boys give me theirs, and you pay them whatever they’re asking for it. You and I both know this is a fire sale, considering what a liability they snatched. They’ll let it go for a rock-bottom price, which means you make out like a bandit. It’s a win-win all around.”

His spindly throat bulged as he swallowed. He couldn’t take his eyes off the paperback, and I held it in view to keep him on the hook.

“I…could arrange that, I think.” He flicked a look at Roy. “But you come alone. Your friend Roy is not simpatico with the East Side. Too many uneasy friendships on the other side of the law. Seen in the wrong place at the wrong time, too many times, with questionable excuses.”

“And yet,” Roy told him, “my client here is literally selling you the Midnight Jury’s name, and I introduced you. Think that should buy me some cred.”

“It does. With me. Not with them. I never blame a man for playing both sides of the street. That’s my game, after all. Nothing dishonorable about being a mercenary. The mob, however, has a slightly different set of standards when it comes to loyalty. I want this to go smoothly, understand? I don’t need negotiations breaking down because someone across the table decides their time is better spent fitting you for a pair of concrete shoes.”

“Fair,” Roy said. “I’d rather not take swimming lessons myself.”

All the same, he gave me a questioning look. Leaving the ball in my court. “Come alone” were two words that never, in my experience, led to anything good.

Not like I had a choice. And time wasn’t on our side. Once Fleiss got here and found her local cult dismantled, their hideout ransacked, she’d put her ear to the ground and get answers. She wouldn’t set up a meeting; she’d go in like a wrecking ball and take what she needed.

“Agreed,” I told Declerc. “Make it happen.”


Chapter Seventeen


The meeting was arranged. Ground floor this time, down on the street where big-finned Studebakers rumbled along the black asphalt, leaving clouds of white exhaust in their wake. Mountains of garbage were piled along the sidewalk’s edge, rotting in the shadows of once-grand brownstones, now faded and going to seed. Rats chittered, clambering through the decay, while a stoplight strobed up ahead to a chorus of angry horns. The air smelled of death and diesel fumes.

“You have to keep something in mind,” Roy told me, walking at my side. “Superheroes weren’t the only thing on the creator’s mind when they dreamed this place up.”

“It’s a little Philip Marlowe around here,” I observed.

“In the most over-the-top way possible. Pulp fiction, too. Last month I worked a job trying to recover an idol stolen from a museum. You remember Raiders of the Lost Ark?”

“Of course.”

“Exact same idol,” Roy said, “and the guy who stole it rigged up a pressure-plate trap, just like in the movie.”

I gave him the side-eye. “Don’t tell me. A giant rolling boulder chased after you?”

“Nah, it was wired to a double-barreled shotgun, but the principle was there. In spirit. Point is, genre conventions are law here, just like gravity. And you know what happens when gangsters make deals in a pulp fiction story?”

“It always goes wrong,” I said.

“You know it. Now, on the bright side, you don’t need to worry about the Midnight Jury crashing the party—since she’s gonna be watching over you, from the rooftop across the street.”

“But you mentioned she’s not the only vigilante in this town.”

Roy nodded. “That’s a risk, but more likely either the mob or the Loremonger is going to try and screw you over. Originally, they wanted to hold the meet in an alley over in Suicide Row.”

“Well, that’s not ominous or anything,” I said.

“I insisted on a public venue. We settled on the Blue Lagoon. Swank little supper club in the Heights, lots of eyes, lots of witnesses. Downside is that you have to leave your steel behind.”

“Oh, it’s a respectable place.”

“With bouncers who check everybody coming in. The place got shot up a few years back when a gang hit went down, and they’ve been working very hard to rebuild their reputation.”

Not a problem. I had other weapons, and as long as they weren’t looking for enchanted playing cards, I wouldn’t be going in unarmed.

“I’ve got options,” I told him.

“I’m sure you do, but don’t forget: the Golem’s got that anti-magic bubble that goes wherever he does. It stretches around for about five feet in all directions. Don’t get caught flat-footed.”

This was a problem.

I had to bring the backpack in with me. No choice: once the second book left that anti-magic bubble, only the power of Canton’s watch would keep it in check. But if the backpack got too close to said bubble and the watch shut off, that was game over. I wasn’t sure how strong this guy’s mojo really was. Maybe the watch could hold up. But I wouldn’t know until I tried, and there was no prize for getting it wrong.

I’d play it by ear and figure it out somehow. Not the first time I’d knowingly walked into a trap. Still, a little backup wouldn’t hurt. I looked across the street, my gaze falling on a late-night bodega, and an idea started to brew.

“Hey,” I said to Roy, “spot me some cash, would you? I need some local currency.”

He dug in his pocket, but didn’t look happy about it.

“What, like you’re gonna pay me back?”

“I’ll pay you back in valuable life experience,” I said. “That’s what I tell my apprentice.”

“How’s that working out for her?”

“Lately? Not good. See, Roy? I don’t lie to my friends. That’s how you know I mean it.”

He handed over a rumpled wad of cash.

“Like the valuable life experience of ‘never seeing this money again,’” he grumbled.

“You’re already learning.”

I bought a wedge of cheap cheddar. When the clerk rang it up and put it in a brown paper bag, I asked if he had something one size bigger. Armed with my purchase and a slightly larger bag, I headed around the corner, into the alley, facing down a pyramid of ripped, moldering trash bags and an army of rats, beady eyes glinting scarlet in the dark.

Ada was right. I’d been relying on my gun way too much lately, and now I was going someplace where I wouldn’t even have the option. Time to get back to basics. Thankfully, I’d been practicing this one with Melanie. Teaching her while I reminded myself at the same time.

I unwrapped the cheddar, tossing the torn plastic aside, and took a knee on the dank, soot-speckled cobblestones. I set the wedge down, the open mouth of the paper bag just behind it. None of the rats took the bait, of course, not so long as I was crouched over it like a giant waiting to pounce. But they were interested.

My fingertip collected the dirt and damp as I drew a slow, lazy spiral around the cheese, chanting under my breath. The words were in a barbarous tongue but they spoke of satisfied hunger, of sleep, of feather pillows and warm nests, drowsy and deep, drowsy and deep. Deep and drowsy and now a single plump rat, tail twitching, was skittering up to the snare. It ignored me, as if I wasn’t there, nibbling eagerly on the cheddar wedge. Excitedly at first, then slower, turning lethargic, eyelids leaden as it drifted into a waking trance.

I pointed to the open mouth of the paper bag. It sank inside, a sleepwalker. I put the cheese in with it, then gently scooped it up, rolling the top of the bag tightly shut.

***

Caitlin wasn’t looking so good.

She was pale. She was always pale, that was just her natural complexion, but not the healthy, moon-kissed kind. I sat beside her in the Barracuda, her behind the wheel this time, and ran my fingers over the back of her hand. We were parked at the curb, engine idling.

“Talk to me, babe. And don’t tell me you’re just feeling a little under the weather because I know you better than that.”

She gave me a wan smile and turned her hand, her fingers lacing between mine.

“I didn’t want to say anything in front of Roy or Lucy,” she said. “They know I’m something…different, and it’s safest to leave it at that.”

“Yeah, telling ’em you’re a demon would probably open a whole can of worms. Can’t disagree.”

“You’re right,” she conceded. “Something’s wrong with me. I think…I don’t know, not for certain, but I have a hunch. My home world is attached to yours, like a parasite.”

“Not the word I would have used, but also not unfair. As far as I’ve been able to tell, my specific Earth is the only world in the entire multiverse that has a hell.”

“As much as my people would balk at the notion that we need humanity for anything at all, I think the centuries of cohabitation have done something to our—to our spiritual environment, for lack of a better word. The longer you and I stay here, away from home and the atmosphere I grew up in, the worse I feel. It’s funny that I’m affected and you aren’t. Apparently there really are some things that humans handle better than demons, besides cooking. Or maybe it’s just because I’m so much longer lived. I’ve had centuries of magical exposure, and you haven’t, so it’s easier for you to adjust to a new place.”

“But we’ve gone on dimensional jaunts before,” I said. “We went to Deep Six, during that whole Wisdom’s Grave mess—”

“For an hour, maybe two. Not long enough to feel any ill effects. We’ve been here a bit longer than that, my love.”

“What about Springfield?”

“Springfield was being kept stable by Carolyn’s typewriter and literal canals filled with Ink, just under the city streets. Also, the place ran by horror-movie logic. As a demon, I suspect it was easier for me to integrate, given we’ve been some of your species’ favorite boogeymen for centuries now. It’s just a theory, but it’s the only one that makes sense.”

“I’m calling it,” I said. “We have to get you home.”

Her eyes flashed in the darkness of the car. Motes of gold swirled around her irises.

“Absolutely not. This task, this mission, is bigger than both of us and you know it. Besides, I’m feeling a bit ill, that’s all. Like the early onset of a cold. I’m uncomfortable and a bit off my game, not sick, and certainly not dying. It may not even get worse. For all we know, this is the occult equivalent of jet lag. Nothing to wave the white flag over.”

I reached up. My thumb traced the curve of her chin.

“Okay,” I said. “But promise me: no secrets. If it gets worse, you’ll tell me.”

“I’ll make that promise if you give me one in return,” she said. “No matter what happens, you don’t quit. We can’t have our happily ever after if there’s no world to have it in. And I want my happily ever after.”

“Deal,” I said.

“Deal, then. And I believe it’s about time for your date with destiny. I’ll be parked here with the engine running. Roy’s across the street, watching from a pay phone booth, and Lucy is…doing whatever mysterious vigilantes do. Probably perching on a rooftop and brooding.”

“She really didn’t seem the type, back at the office.”

“It’s always the quiet ones,” Caitlin said.

I handed her my nine millimeter for safekeeping and slipped the canvas strap of the backpack over one shoulder. There were only a few ways this meeting could go right, and a hundred ways it could go wrong.


Chapter Eighteen


The Blue Lagoon had a mermaid show. God, I hated mermaids.

These weren’t the real, carnivorous monster kind, though. Bathing beauties wearing glistening bikini tops and lush rubber tails cavorted through a giant aquarium, a wall of glass taking up one entire side of the supper club, darting and waving in the brine before going up for air. Schools of golden fish swam with them, and fronds swayed around the open bulk of a plastic treasure chest.

I waited in line at the door, then held out my arms while a gorilla in a tux waved a clicking tuning fork up and down my sides, checking for a weapon. I had a second of concern when he wanded the backpack, worrying that the pocket watch might set it off, but I passed muster and walked on in. A string quartet sat on a raised dais, offering the mermaids soft musical accompaniment, while the cream of Noir York’s high society feasted on lobster and filet mignon. Chrome-rimmed tables filled the blue-carpeted expanse, laid out beneath sweeping skylights. Above, through the glass, a police blimp cruised across the murky night sky.

On the left side of the room, the mermaids played. On the right, a string of deep alcoves held tables for private parties, cordoned off by aquamarine velvet ropes. I spotted the one I wanted, where the Loremonger was sitting with a new friend, and a wide-shouldered thug in a cheap suit stood out front, manning the rope.

I walked over and surrendered to a pat down. Whatever made them feel safe. Then the thug reached for my backpack, and I pulled my shoulder back.

“What’s in it?” he demanded.

“Business,” I said. I looked past him, to Declerc. “Your boy here is making my life difficult. Want to call him off while I’m still in a good mood?”

“My boy, actually,” said the other man at the table. He had a pinched weasel face, a pencil-thin mustache, and side-slicked hair that shimmered with more grease than a mechanic’s shop. “Vinnie. Stand down. Let the man through.”

Vinnie unhooked the velvet rope and made way, giving me a warning glare. I gave that the caution it was due—very little—and took the third chair at the table. The three of us formed a perfect triangle, equidistant spokes surrounding the broad rim of a lazy Susan. The rotating tray normally held condiments, but the salt and pepper shakers had been removed, set off to the side, leaving the surface bare.

Odd, but I was more concerned with what I saw when the thug turned his back on me, focusing on the room. The flap of his jacket eased back, just for a second, flashing the telltale hint of hard metal underneath.

He was carrying a gun. And the stranger sitting with me and Declerc had a notable bulge under his blazer. Apparently the Blue Lagoon’s no-firearms policy was not a rule for one and all. I kept my nerves in check. It wasn’t proof they had dirty deeds in mind—after all, I would have brought my pistol if I could, and I intended to play it fair tonight—but it didn’t fill me with optimism either.

“Introductions are in order,” Declerc said. “Mr. Faust, allow me to introduce Mr. Harrigan, a trusted friend and associate.”

The weasel flashed a lazy smile and a golden tooth. “Call me Lefty.”

“Mr. Harrigan has agreed to our terms. I will pay him for the…relic. You will give me the book we discussed earlier, I will give you the relic, and we will all go our separate ways, wealthier and wiser.”

“It’s a pretty sweet deal.” The look Lefty gave Declerc told me that “trusted friend” was not an accurate description of their relationship. “If you got the stuff.”

“Oh, I have…the stuff.”

Declerc reached into his breast pocket and pulled out an envelope, sealed with a blob of emerald wax. He set it on the lazy Susan. No idea what was in it, but Lefty’s eyes widened just a bit with eager anticipation, and he didn’t even ask to take a peek. Declerc looked my way.

“Your turn.”

“I don’t see the relic,” I said.

“You will,” Lefty told me, his jaw working like he was chewing gum. “After we see yours.”

I had set the backpack on the floor at my feet. I reached down, unzipped the outer pocket, and took out the paperback. Following Declerc’s lead, I put it on the rotating tray. Lefty let out a mean little snicker.

“A freakin’ dime novel? That’s what you’re trading him for? You’re a weird guy, Declerc.”

“My business with you is ours, and my business with Mr. Faust is mine,” he said archly. “And now, your part, if you please.”

“Sure. Hey, Vinnie. Bring it in.”

The bodyguard made himself scarce for a minute. He came back with a monster.

The Golem. A fitting alias for the man at his shoulder, wearing a natty suit and gripping a glass box in his misshapen, mismatched hands. His skin was the consistency of wet clay, moist and shot through with cracks, his face like a sculpture modeled by a third grader. His hair was a round twiggy mop of clumps and his eyes were black, hollow pits. Diners were turning, staring, murmuring to one another, but no one panicked. I imagined that if you lived long enough in Noir York, you’d have to get used to this kind of thing.

His appearance didn’t intimidate me—I’d seen worse—but what I felt as he drew near…that sent a chill through the marrow of my bones. The man was a walking dead zone, a void where no magic could live, where no miracles could breathe. I felt my deck of enchanted cards, snug in my breast pocket, shiver and curdle as they became nothing but mundane pasteboard. For a moment, I forgot how to coax them back to life, as if the very knowledge was being blocked from my mind.

I could deal with that. What I couldn’t handle was his aura coming into contact with the backpack. As he neared the table, I began shoving the backpack with my foot, sliding it farther and farther toward the corner of the alcove. His power eclipsed me, creeping closer to Canton’s watch and the paralyzed book, a shadow that could unleash total disaster in a heartbeat.

He stopped at the table’s edge. So did the shadow. I didn’t dare take a breath.

The Golem opened the glass case and put its contents on the lazy Susan, joining the rest of the offerings. It was a comic book all right, as crisp as if it had been printed yesterday, the title a jagged shock font: Tales of the Multiverse, Issue One. The cover depicted a four-color version of the Enemy emerging from a grave in a lightning storm, braying with triumph, as a subtitle declared: Witness the astounding RISE of the ENEMY! A tale for the ages!

I thought I had an ego.

The Golem turned and began to lurch away, his aura leaving with him. Then he froze as Lefty snapped his fingers.

“Hey,” he said. “Stick around until we get this done. You know why.”

So did I. He couldn’t have the comic book waking up and going on a rampage until he got whatever was in that envelope. Thankfully, the Golem kept his distance, standing at the velvet rope with Vinnie. For now, the backpack was safe.

“You sure you want to do this?” Lefty asked me. “It bites.”

“Yeah, but I like that. Ask my girlfriend, she’ll tell you.”

He blinked. Not the answer he was expecting. He started to say something, decided against it, and reached to the lazy Susan. Then he gave it a careful turn. The goods went around, and around, and came to a stop, with everything where it needed to be: the comic in front of me, the envelope in front of him, and the paperback in front of Declerc.

We reached in at the same time, everybody watching everybody else. So far, no tricks. The comic book was glossy, slick against my fingers, but it slept like the dead as I rested it on the table’s edge. All I had to do now was lean back, unzip my bag, and slip it into its cage alongside its frozen sibling. Two targets down, one to go.

I was starting to think this might actually work out.

“Gentlemen.” Lefty slid the envelope into his inside breast pocket, giving it a pat for good measure. “A toast, to celebrate business well done.”

As he gestured for a passing waitress, I reached for an excuse. “I should really get going. I’ve got another buyer waiting for this thing on the other side of town—”

“Nonsense.” Lefty’s voice was gregarious, friendly, but his eyes were like diamond-tipped drills. “We are civilized men, are we not? Stay. Drink with me. Just one for the road.”

Declerc looked nervous, and that was making me nervous. Normally I would have pushed the issue, but I realized I was trapped as long as the Golem held his post by the velvet rope. Only way I could get up and leave was by passing straight through his anti-magic bubble with my backpack in hand. Technically, theoretically, safe: the bubble would nullify Canton’s watch but it would also keep the first book dormant, just like it was doing to the comic book right now.

My fear was what might happen after I came out on the other side. I’d have to fire the watch back up, fast, and I might not be fast enough. Too dangerous. I’d have to ride this out.

The waitress came back around with three flutes of something blue that glowed like radium and smelled like sour cherries. She set them on the lazy Susan one by one, another perfect triangle.

I couldn’t miss the look that passed between her and Lefty. She had the expression of a woman who was being forced to do something against her will, something she felt guilty about.

“Thanks,” I said. Not out of gratitude, I was testing her reaction.

She nodded, slightly, but stopped just short of making eye contact. Then she made herself scarce, vanishing with her empty tray.

I thought back to Roy’s warning about how criminal meetings in Noir York rarely went well. The background radiation of this world was a mélange of pulp fiction, old adventure serials, and…then it clicked, and I realized exactly what was happening here.

“Fuck me gently with a chainsaw,” I muttered under my breath.

“What?” Lefty asked.

If I was right, someone was about to do something incredibly stupid.

And odds were it was going to be me.


Chapter Nineteen


Irapped my knuckles on the comic book, then leaned over in my chair.

“Just let me put this away first,” I said. “Can’t risk spilling a drop of booze on this…fine, mint-condition piece of art.”

Declerc was hugging his paperback prize against his chest. That caught Lefty’s attention, and I was thankful for the tiny distraction.

“You need to take a leak or something?” Lefty asked him. “You’re wrigglin’ like a kid in church.”

“Just eager to bring this home to my private library,” Declerc said. “I already have a place of pride picked out for it.”

Lefty answered with a roll of his eyes.

“Yeah, that’s a great dime novel you got there. You sure did make out like a bandit tonight. Anyway, we drinking, or what?”

My hand dipped into the side pocket of my backpack, fingers closing around the rumpled flap of the paper bag from the late-night bodega shop. I tugged it out and then flicked my wrist, sending it sailing under the tablecloth and landing on the carpet with an almost inaudible thump.

The second it entered the Golem’s anti-magic bubble, the spell I’d cast on the alley rat—my little bit of impromptu mesmerism—shattered. The rodent woke in a panic, disoriented, and barreled out of the bag, a fuzzy blur shooting between the Golem’s shoes and into the heart of the restaurant. I held my breath.

Then a woman draped in pearls and diamonds jumped to her feet, shaking a furry lump from the skirt of her evening gown.

“A rat,” she shrieked. “It’s a rat!”

All heads turned except mine. The second Lefty and Declerc looked away, I reached out and smoothly turned the lazy Susan to the right. Now Lefty’s glass was in front of me.

“Wow,” I said, watching the commotion as servers rushed in to restore order and hand out free drinks and apologies. A red-faced manager in a bow tie chased the rat with a broom, sweeping it toward the door. “You’d think a fancy place like this would have higher standards for cleanliness.”

“Eh,” Lefty said, waving it off with an idle wave of his hand, “you do business at street level, you’re gonna have rats. Nature of the territory. So, shall we?”

I raised my stolen flute, the luminous liquor casting an aquamarine glow across my fingertips, and flashed a smile. “Gladly. Cheers, to a deal well done.”

“A win-win all around,” Declerc added, clinking his glass against mine.

We all drank at once. I downed my flute, mirroring Lefty. The drink was a frosty concoction that tasted like a fruit salad drenched in golden rum. Heady, boozy, and I made a mental note to try to find the recipe. Declerc was a fussier drinker, taking his time until he caught a look from Lefty and caught up with us fast.

Three empty glasses hit the table. Now, if my hunch was right, all I had to do was wait.

It didn’t take long, either.

“Gents, it’s truly been a pleasure—” Lefty started to say. Then he paused, wincing. His fingertips brushed over his sternum while he fought through a moment of mental fog.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

At his side, Declerc was looking waxy, sweat breaking out on his forehead. He put his balled fist to his mouth just before letting out a belch.

“Fine, nothin’, it’s…” Lefty squinted and shook his head. “Anyway, I had a thing I was gonna say, um…”

His hand, visibly trembling, placed a pair of small vials on the lazy Susan. Each contained a clear fluid flecked with specks of copper, capped by a tiny cork.

“Let me do it for you. I know this scene by heart, seen the movie five times.” Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. I looked over at Declerc. “He’s going to demand we pay him for the antidote.”

Declerc somehow went even paler. “The antidote?”

“The antidote,” I said, “for the poison that we drank.”

I flicked my hand along the rim of the rotating tray, giving it a spin and snatching the two vials as they rolled my way. Lefty tried to stop me, but his hands were too shaky and he missed by a mile.

“I won’t do that,” I told Lefty, “but I will trade you the antidote for that gun under your coat.”

Just outside the blue velvet rope, the Golem and Lefty’s discount thug both turned. The thug reached under his jacket and I responded by flipping both of the slender vials upside down, my fingers curling around the twin corks.

“I wouldn’t,” I said. “See, your boss here just got a snoot full of his own medicine, and I’m willing to bet he didn’t come with a backup plan. I yank these corks, no more antidote. Maybe he can lick enough off the carpet to survive, but I wouldn’t want to bet on that.”

“Stand down,” Lefty croaked. He looked my way, eyes bulging. “You’re a dead man, you know that? Dead.”

“And yet I’m the only person at this table who isn’t literally dying as we speak. Let’s get this straight: I’m calling the shots now. We do things my way, there’s no fuss, no drama, and we all go home with what we paid for. Now I want you to reach under your jacket and take out your gat with your thumb and forefinger. Put it on the turntable.”

He reached, but with his whole trembling hand, and I could see him weighing his chances.

“I can pull these corks a lot faster than you can pull that trigger,” I told him. “And in your current condition—which is getting worse by the second, in case you didn’t notice—I’m not sure you’d even hit me from across the table. You seeing double yet? Think twice.”

Declerc stifled another belch, sweat soaking through his dress shirt.

“Damn it, Harrigan,” he rasped, “you’re playing with both of our lives here. Give him what he wants.”

“Listen to the man,” I said. “He reads a lot of books, so you know he’s smart.”

Whatever Lefty was about to say, he was cut off by a short, sharp cry from the restaurant’s front door. I figured the rat had found its way inside again, until I saw how Lefty and Declerc were suddenly staring, breathless. So was the rest of the room. Diners turned in their seats, a low murmur filling the air, and even the rubber-tailed mermaids in the aquarium had paused in mid-frolic, putting their faces to the glass.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” a flamboyant voice crowed. “Don’t be frightened! Why, I’m just one of you, an upstanding member of high society out for an evening’s revel.”

I couldn’t risk taking my eyes off Lefty; he was just loopy enough to consider that an invitation to go for his gun. I rose, slowly, and circled the table to stand behind him so I could get a better look at the scene beyond the blue velvet rope.

I should have guessed. This pocket dimension was fueled by drama, orchestrated by the hand of some invisible director. One attempted double-cross wasn’t enough excitement for the night, apparently: I’d drawn the director’s attention, and now I was getting the full Noir York welcome treatment.

The supervillains were here.

The man leading the pack strutted with a cane in his pale grip, the golden handle sculpted like a roaring lion in mid-pounce. He wore a three-piece suit the color of vanilla ice cream, the puff of a jet-black handkerchief poking from his breast pocket, but that wasn’t what captured my eye.

Every visible inch of his skin, from the edges of his blond hairline to the tips of his fingers, was covered in tattoos. Letters and words and blasphemous names in half a dozen dead languages. Aramaic warding phrases ringed his scalp while Egyptian hieroglyphs scrolled down his cheeks, blending into ornate lines of ancient Latin that circled his neck and rolled, like ocean waves, around symbols of protection and power.

I thought it was a trick of the light at first, but as he sauntered closer, I realized the tattoos were moving. Writhing, like bugs under his skin.

At his right, a blond woman wearing a long white lab coat and scarlet-bottomed Louboutin heels strolled alongside him. The stick of a lollipop dangled from the corner of her pink painted lips like a cigarette, and her eyes were an inhuman shade of dark, luminous violet. The man on his other side was dressed for a tactical op, body harness over a tight black jumpsuit and twin holsters on his hips, each packing a matte-black revolver. He wore a full-head mask like a Mexican wrestler, the face a naked and leering white skull.

They’d brought a small posse: four thugs, each wearing an identical white suit like their master—but cheaper—and sporting a small tattoo on one cheek. They fanned out, covering the exit, making sure nobody left the party without permission.

“The gun,” I whispered to Lefty. “Now. Unless you think he’s here to bail you out of trouble.”

His hand was shaking so much that he nearly dropped it. I wasn’t sure if that was the toxin in his system or just naked fear. Either way, as soon as it hit the table, I snatched it up and jammed it in the back of my belt, concealing it under the flap of my jacket.

“Now go fetch,” I hissed, tossing one of the antidote vials under the blue rope, sending it rolling into the restaurant beyond.

Lefty lurched toward it, stumbling and hitting the carpet on all fours, crawling on hands and knees. He reached, almost catching the rolling vial, but then the man in the skull mask moved like a living blur. In a second he was standing over Lefty, revolver in his hand and the hammer thumbed back, pressed to the back of his head.

“Look what I caught,” he rumbled in a voice like wet gravel.

“Stay in your seats and enjoy the show, folks,” the tattooed man announced. “No worries, we’re not here to steal your family jewels.”

He paused, giving a nervous-looking waiter the side-eye.

“Maybe yours, later,” he purred, putting his curled fingers to the side of his face. “Call me.”

I slipped the other vial to Declerc, uncorking it for him and putting it to his lips so he could gulp it down. Lefty had tried to swindle him, same as me, and I figured I could use every ally I could get right now.

“We’re dead,” Declerc whispered.

I leaned in, my lips to his ears. “Brief me, quick. What are we dealing with? Who are these freaks?”

“That’s Duke Ellery. The Illustrated Duke.”

The Duke shot up a hand, cupping it to his ear, and his smile grew brighter.

“I hear my name being taken in vain! That won’t do at all. Now, who’s been doing business with the East Side Mob behind my back, after I made it very clear that this is my town? Ah, there he is. The Loremonger himself. And…a guest.”

Duke Ellery, the man who gunned down Danielle Faust, locked eyes with me across the room.

This was the second time, after my brother, that I’d come face-to-face with a man who’d murdered me. That had to be some kind of record. The gun in my belt was singing my name and my fingers itched for it, but I held my ground and kept my hands open and limber at my sides. I needed to figure out exactly what I was dealing with and what these people were capable of first.

Then I’d kill him.


Chapter Twenty


Lefty Harrigan was starting to wheeze, his face turning purple and cheeks puffing up as he knelt on the aquamarine carpet, the masked man’s revolver pressed to the back of his head. The woman with Duke strolled over to him. She took the cherry-red lollipop from her mouth, twirling it on its little paper stick as she looked him up and down.

“Gee, Lefty,” she chirped. “You don’t look so good. My diagnosis is…your condition is terminal. You can trust me on this. I’m a mortician.”

The Golem froze like a statue. So did Lefty’s bodyguard, who looked like he’d rather be anywhere in the world but here tonight.

“Doctor Contraire and Trigger Mortis,” Declerc breathed, for my ears only. “Don’t be fooled by looks. Between the two of them, she’s the real monster.”

The lab-coated Doctor slid the lollipop back between her painted lips with a giggle, biting down on the stick. Duke Ellery came up behind her and playfully swatted her ass.

“Do some crowd work, sweetheart. Make sure these fine folks don’t think about doing anything foolish, like getting up and leaving without saying a proper goodbye.”

He turned his head, targeting me like a laser.

“I need to have a word with our dear friends.”

The Duke stopped short of the nook where our table sat. Well short, about seven feet, and I realized why. The Golem. In my second sight, Ellery seethed with magic; it dripped from his squirming tattoos and infested his veins like termites. He didn’t want to get inside the Golem’s bubble any more than I wanted to be sitting in it right now. I mentally reached for my deck of cards, a reflex, but I had all the power of a damp ball of cotton.

Ellery raised his cane and gestured to one side with it. “You two. Move.”

The bodyguard didn’t need to be told twice. He sidestepped out of the way, getting clear. The Golem didn’t. The dark, empty pits of his eyes were fixed on the Duke.

“Oh, you. You don’t think I can hurt you,” Ellery said. “That’s very…Trigger, give me a word, baby.”

“Cute,” said the gravel voice beneath the mask.

“I would have gone with ‘ambitious,’ but that works too.” He looked back to the Golem and twirled the cane in his grip. “Here, after last time we faced off, I made something new, just for your ass. Let me demonstrate.”

He raised the cane and pointed it—not at the Golem, but at the quickly retreating bodyguard. Then he pressed his thumb down on the back of the sculpted gold lion handle, a tiny button recessing with a hiss and a click.

A jet of white vapor fired from the base of the cane as the temperature in the restaurant dropped twenty degrees, a sudden cyclone of icy cold that ripped the breath from my lungs. The jet hit the bodyguard, enveloping him in a swirling, rippling cloud.

A moment later, the cloud gusted away. The bodyguard was a frozen statue, eyes still wide and bulging in terror, his skin porcelain white and encrusted with ice crystals. Duke Ellery reached into his jacket with his free hand and drew a pistol with an absurdly long, slender barrel.

“Admittedly,” Duke added, “the Doc helped. She’s really good at this stuff.”

He casually raised the gun and fired. The bullet plowed through the bodyguard’s frozen chest—and shattered him, his body collapsing like a ruined marble statue, chunks of icy flesh and bone littering the carpet. Nothing remained but his legs, absurdly still standing with jutting femurs amid the remains of his corpse.

The crowd froze right along with the dead man. I felt the restless energy of the room billowing and seething, one thin hair from spilling over and turning into a mad panic. Everyone wanted to make a run for the door, but nobody wanted to be the first to try it.

“I fucking love science,” Ellery muttered before looking back to the Golem. “And so, I say again…”

This time, the Golem moved. His leaden feet thumped as he lurched away.

And the comic book woke up.

The cover began to warp, ink running, colors shifting. I had to get it into containment, now. I reached for my backpack and then froze as Ellery’s gun found a target, right between my eyes.

“Simon didn’t say ‘move.’”

“Listen to me,” I said, eyes locked with his as he approached our table. “Right now, we are in more danger than you can possibly imagine.”

The cover art had transformed itself with glee. Now the graveyard scene showed me in an open coffin, screaming, back arched in agony as the Enemy drove a stake through my heart. Premiere issue, the blurb screamed. The DEATH of Daniel Faust…and everything else, too!

“Now what have you got there?” Ellery asked. “Comic book? I like comics.”

A chill wind from nowhere ripped through the restaurant and flipped the comic open, pages fluttering, landing firmly somewhere in the middle of the book. I glimpsed a panel featuring Duke Ellery himself, but I couldn’t make out more before he holstered his gun and snatched the book from the table. I squared my footing, ready for anything. Ironically, if it killed him, it’d be doing me a huge favor, but I’d still have to wrangle it into the backpack before it unleashed its full power.

He didn’t die. He just stood there, reading, fascinated. Then he rolled up the comic book and slid it inside his vanilla-white jacket, right up against his heart.

“I’ll be confiscating this,” he told me.

Why did it let him do that? Why surrender to him when it tried to kill everyone else who came to claim it? I didn’t have time to puzzle it out now as Ellery circled the table like a prowling cat.

“Declerc, Declerc,” he said, patting the petrified Loremonger on the head. “What am I going to do with you, hmm? I told you, I don’t like it when you do business with those East Side boys. You’re my pet nerd.”

Ellery rested his chin, intimate, on Declerc’s shoulder. Declerc didn’t move a muscle.

“They’re a bad influence, son. Juvenile delinquents, pool-hall hustlers, taxi dancers, and reprobates. Their women are brutes and their men are sluts.” He clamped his hand on the back of Declerc’s neck, hard enough to make him squeak. “I love you. You know that, right?”

Twenty feet away, Lefty Harrigan looked inches from keeling over. His fingers scrabbled on the carpet, desperate for the antidote vial that sat just out of reach.

“I—I know, Duke,” Declerc stammered.

“But love hurts, baby. So you sit your ass right there, while I decide what I’m going to do to you. Give me a minute. Need to talk to this curious cat.”

He circled all the way around the table, coming face-to-face with me, nearly toe-to-toe. Spidery ink crawled around the crinkles of his eyes, spelling out words of warning in a tangled nest of dead tongues.

“You must be our out-of-town guest,” he said.

“Not sure what you mean,” I told him. “There’s nothing outside Noir York. Everybody knows that.”

He cracked a pearly smile. “That spot in the park, where you dropped in? It’s a thin place. I pay the local bums to keep an eye on it and oh, they had some choice words to describe your sweet ride. But…it’s not the car I’m interested in. How’d you do it? How’d you cross the veil of worlds?”

“Magic,” I told him.

“You’re bargaining for your life right now, son, so don’t be stingy with the details.” He paused, giving me a second look-over. “You seem so…familiar. Didn’t I kill you once?”

I managed, just barely, to keep my poker face on.

“I think I’d remember that,” I replied.

“Yeah, probably.”

Then he leaned in, his face to my cheek like he was about to kiss me, and sniffed. A long, slow inhale, like my soul was an open bottle of wine and he was judging the vintage. The tip of his tongue touched my skin and dragged, leisurely tracing the sharp angle of my cheekbone.

Then he leaned back, pleased. He raised his fingertips to his mouth and gave them a little lick, then slicked back the side of his hairdo.

“You have that frisson of the late and unlamented,” he said. “Maybe it’s a prophecy. But—listen to me, this is important. You have some kind of portal key. A way to leave this planet.”

His fingers trilled along my collarbone, like he was playing the piano.

“I…want…it,” he said. “I want it. You understand? I want it. Give it to me.”

“Don’t have it on me,” I said.

“My pigeons in the park said you weren’t alone. Had a woman with you. A pretty one. Maybe she’s nearby, hmm? Maybe my boys are saying hello to her, right at this very moment.”

A bluff, and not a good one. I wasn’t sure who he’d expected to find here besides Lefty Harrigan, but I’d seen the surprise and interest the first time he got a good look at me. He wasn’t expecting me, which meant he definitely wasn’t scouring the streets around the club for Caitlin.

“If they are,” I said, “then you’re going to need some new boys. Yours are dead.”

Duke Ellery broke into a wide, eager grin. Behind him, Lefty Harrigan tumbled over, face bloated and purple, wheezing his last as the poison finished him off. Trigger Mortis, the man in the skull mask, gave Ellery a helpless shrug.

“I didn’t do it,” he grunted. “Not my fault.”

“Whatever.” Ellery’s eyes searched mine. “What’s your name, baby?”

“Don’t you know me?” I asked. “I’m the Midnight Jury.”

He cackled, delighted, and took a step back. Then he drew his long-barreled pistol and pressed the muzzle up against my forehead.

“In that case, I’ve definitely murdered you at least once. I don’t mind doing it again. What’s that old saying? When you love what you do, you never work a day in your life.”

Behind him, the skylight exploded.

Shards of glass rained down in a glittering storm and with them came a figure in black, one leather-gloved hand gripping a grappling gun as she plummeted in slow motion, descending on a nylon cord with her trench coat rippling at her back. She landed in a crouch, let go of the gun and let it dangle as she slowly rose, her hands dropping to her sides.

Lucy Langenkamp didn’t look the same as she had back at Roy’s office. Not that I could see much of her: the slouching brim of her fedora and the black scarf that wound around her lower face cast her features in shadow, showing nothing but the pale slope of her nose and eyes that glittered like emeralds.

“I think there’s somebody you forgot to ask,” she told the Duke, her voice amplified, echoing as it rang out across the restaurant.

“Oh, for the love of—” Duke Ellery shook his head, then waved a frustrated hand at his thugs. “Kill her already!”


Chapter Twenty-One


The Jury’s hands launched from the folds of her trench coat like a gunslinger, each glove gripping a chromed .45 automatic. The guns crackled with neon lines, seals of evocation erupting around her wrists, spinning wheels encircling jagged symbols and spell words in Latin.

Diners screamed and hit the floor, diving under the tables as Duke Ellery’s gang opened fire, bullets ripping across the restaurant. The Jury broke into a sideways run, shooting on the move, muzzles flashing with blistering pops of burning light. One of Ellery’s thugs took a round in the neck, artery spray splashing the wall behind him as he slumped to the carpet. Another dropped a second later, spinning and hitting the floor face-first with a pair of craters in his chest. The remaining two flipped a table for cover, firing wild and blind, shots ricocheting and sparking off the art deco fixtures. A man in a tux lost his nerve, panicking and making a run for it. He got between the shooters and the Jury and paid for it, going down in a hail of bullets.

Ellery was half-turned, distracted, so I went for the stolen gun, tucked into the back of my belt. He caught me in the corner of his eye, faster on the draw, pivoting on his heel and whipping his cane across my wrist with a hollow crack of mahogany on bone. I gritted my teeth against the pain, managing to keep my grip on the gun, but my aim was off and I answered with my left fist, throwing a punch that caught him on the jaw and cut his lip open. He spat on the tablecloth, staining it the color of rust, eyes blazing.

“Son, I am definitely murdering your ass tonight—”

I didn’t give him a chance to finish the thought. He burned in my second sight, a building tornado of raw and seething occult power, a cannon loaded with a death curse and ready to fire. I charged him, getting inside his reach, and then I just kept going, carrying him with me in a brutal shoulder tackle that sent him flying, hitting the floor and rolling, tumbling to the Golem’s feet. The anti-magic bubble flashed with an audible snap, like a circuit breaker popping in a storm, and whatever spell he’d been brewing dissolved into the ether, spent and wasted.

The Jury had trouble of her own. Trigger Mortis wasn’t like Ellery’s discount henchmen covering the door. He let out a gravelly bellow of rage and launched into a run that mirrored hers, matching her step for step and shot for shot as his six-guns erupted. Bullets peppered the aquarium wall, spiderwebs streaking across the glass with a sickly cracking sound a moment before it burst under the strain, a torrent of water capped in white foam pouring out in a deluge. The performers clung to anything they could grab to keep from being pulled along with the tsunami, one mermaid losing her grip and tobogganing along the soaked carpet on her rubber tail. Chairs and tables toppled, diners going down in the froth.

The Jury leaped onto a table, one of her rounds sparking off the wall an inch from the side of Trigger’s mask. He reloaded on the move, dumping his brass and swapping his guns one at a time, feeding them with a pair of speed loaders in a ballet of smooth kinetic motion. His hands were a blur and so were the Jury’s, tracking him in her sights and getting closer with every shot.

He wasn’t the only threat. I saw a flash of white and caught Doctor Contraire clinging to the back wall, skittering along it like a centipede. She flipped down, landed on her high heels, and a pair of scalpels sprouted in her grip as she charged the Jury from behind. I shouted a warning and snapped off a round. Missed, but the Doctor still squeaked in panic and lunged for cover, abandoning her plan in mid-ambush.

On the other side of the room, the Golem didn’t move; his master was dead, and he didn’t have a horse in this race. Still inside his bubble, Duke Ellery didn’t waste time getting back to his feet: he drew a second gun, a backup revolver, instead. A click of my tongue conjured a quartet of aces that leaped from my breast pocket and spun around me in midair. His gun barked and the ace of spades fluttered to the carpet, a slug buried in its heart.

The two shooters by the door decided I made a better target than the Jury, and I dropped to a crouch as a bullet whined past my right shoulder, blasting out a chunk of aquamarine plaster. Declerc decided to make a run for it. He got about eight feet before they gunned him down, a fusillade of bullets peppering his chest and arms, making him dance in a cloud of blood before he slammed to the carpet on his back. His glassy eyes stared up, fixed on the broken skylight.

His mistake, my opening. I turned the ace of hearts into a guided missile with a flick of my forefinger against my thumb, pointing to my target. One of the shooters kept his head out of cover a second too long and let out a choking death rattle as the card found its bullseye in his throat, slicing his jugular vein wide open. Ellery was almost back on his feet and he took another shot at me from behind; he missed, but not by much, and I had to get out of the crossfire. I darted into the alcove, grabbed my backpack, and shouldered it. Canton’s watch still held, the first book was still sleeping…and the second one was in Duke Ellery’s hands. Nothing I could do about that right now. Survival was priority one.

I spun the two remaining aces with my open hand and gripped Lefty Harrigan’s pistol with the other as I burst from the alcove and into the open, laying down a string of shots to cover my escape. Ellery scrambled, scampering into another alcove for cover, while two shots hit the Golem’s chest with a sound like a fist hitting wet clay. He didn’t even react. The Jury forced Trigger Mortis down with a blistering torrent of fire, one shot finding its mark and ripping through the hip of his jumpsuit, blood spray following him like a trail of falling rubies. In the distance, above the gunfire and the screams of the panicked patrons, sirens began to wail. A spotlight speared down through the broken glass over my head, the white-hot beam erupting from the belly of a police zeppelin.

“We have to go,” the Jury hissed.

“But Duke has the—”

“Not here, not now!” The last shooter by the door popped out of cover, bracing his gun in both hands. She flicked her wrist and pulled the trigger, blowing him away without even looking. “Those cops are not on our side, understand? We need to be gone before they surround the place, or we’re not leaving at all.”

I got the message. We ran for the front door side by side, laying down suppressive fire. I yanked the trigger on Lefty’s pistol until it ran out, clicking empty in my hand, and tossed it as I hit the front door shoulder-first, barreling out into the urban dark. The Barracuda swerved up to the curb, jolting to a stop with a screech of tires, Caitlin behind the wheel and Roy riding shotgun. We piled in and slammed back against the seat as Cait stomped the gas, getting us out of there while emergency lights strobed in the distance, flickering off the concrete and chrome, sirens wailing louder by the second.

“What happened in there?” Roy demanded, shooting a worried look at his partner.

“Ellery crashed the party,” she said, turning to look out the back windshield.

“He took the second book,” I added. She arched a brow as she drove, keeping her eyes on the murky, rain-slick road ahead.

“So he’s dead?” she asked.

“No. That’s the weird part. It didn’t hurt him. He saw something in its pages—it told him something—and he decided to pocket it.”

Roy looked back at me. “That’s bad, right?”

“That’s bad on levels I can barely—”

A hail of bullets cut me off, tracers lighting up the right side of the car as Caitlin swerved hard on the wheel. A pair of Cadillacs, long-nosed and sleek, had fallen in behind us with their engines roaring, eager to close the gap. Each had a man standing on the running boards, clinging on tight with one hand and brandishing a tommy gun with the other.

“Cait, love,” I said, “happen to have my nine handy?”

She passed it back to me, holding it by the muzzle. The textured grip felt natural in my hand; I could use just about any firearm short of advanced military ordnance, but this was the weapon I practiced with. The windows hissed down and I knelt facing backward on the seat, hooking my arm out into the icy wind and opening fire while Lucy did the same on the other side of the car. The lead Caddy blew a tire, swerving wildly, careening back and forth across the road as its companion flashed its high beams and struggled to get past.

Lucy was aiming for tires. I was hunting heads. I squinted, doing my best to work around the tricky angle, and aimed for the windshield. My first shot blasted out a headlight. The second and third hit their marks, glass fracturing, the shadowy figure of the driver bucking in his seat. The Caddy spun out of control, veering sideways just as the second car plowed into it nose-first, hitting hard enough to rock up on its back tires before crashing back down in a screech of twisted metal and guttering black engine smoke.

Flames crackled from the ripped bonnet, nothing moving in the wreckage. Caitlin never let off the gas, not until the last siren faded and we’d slipped away into the labyrinth of the city’s cyclopean slums.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Back at the detective office, Lucy had shed her fedora and scarf. She sat at Roy’s desk and fieldstripped her guns, meticulously cleaning them like it was some kind of ritual. She looked almost too small for the trench coat. In action, she was a force of unyielding, uncompromising justice. Out of the fight and under the hard buzz of the old office lights, it was just a costume.

“I should have been faster,” she grumbled, laying out her disassembled pistols and reaching for a vial of oil and a square of terrycloth.

“What happened wasn’t on you,” I said, and I meant it. This was my fault.

When Duke Ellery reached for the comic book, I should have drawn on him and pulled the trigger, no hesitation. Instead I was flustered from spending too long in the Golem’s aura, disoriented, on the verge of panic as the book fluttered to life—and in the moment he picked it up, I genuinely believed it was going to kill him. After all, it had apparently taken out four of Lefty Harrigan’s men, until he got the bright idea to send in the specialists.

So why didn’t it take Duke Ellery out, too? I’d expected him to poof, shunted into an alternate timeline, or get turned inside out or something, but the malevolent, sentient book suddenly became docile as a kitten. Ellery was a sorcerer, just like me; he was vulnerable to the Enemy’s power, just like me.

“He’ll probably want to sell it, like Lefty did,” Roy reasoned. “We could set up a ruse, a fake buyer, then stage an ambush.”

Caitlin, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed, shook her head.

“Time is an issue,” she told him. “The Enemy knows what we’re about now. He has to know we’ve snatched his prize from Northlight Tower.”

I stood at Lucy’s shoulder, watching her work. She cleaned and oiled each component with precise, economical movements, hands trained by muscle memory.

“We’ve got a little informational edge,” I said. “He doesn’t know how we neutralized the first copy—as far as he knows, all the Canton relics are gone. The watch would have been lost, too, except it wasn’t in the hat when my brother shot me.”

Roy stared at me from across the office. “Those are all words, in English, and yet when you put them together like that I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Long story. He also doesn’t know the Psychopomp and Carolyn’s ghost came together to hand us a map to the stars.”

“But he’s arrogant, not stupid,” Caitlin replied. “With one copy of his precious grimoire gone, the natural, logical response is to relocate the other two copies, just to be safe. It’s what I would do.”

“So he’s coming,” Roy said.

“Or he’ll send his henchwoman,” I said. “She’s what we call a Cutting Knife. There’s only a handful of them in the entire multiverse, and they don’t need a special device or spell to travel across worlds. They are the device. And once she gets here…”

***

Ms. Fleiss grunted, hauling back a broken and derelict dresser, clearing spray-painted debris from the basement door of a crumbling tenement tower. Sixty stories of jet-black windows, splintered glass, and graffiti. And silence. She could sense life inside the tower, little pockets of it. Scavengers adapted to darkness and hunger, burning busted furniture for warmth, hunting rats.

Her business wasn’t with them. It was down below street level. She didn’t sense life there, and that was a serious problem.

The battered steel door swung wide and a rotten road-kill stench boiled out, wrinkling her nose and making her stomach churn. A work light encased in a plastic cage dangled from an overhead fixture, the bulb smashed. Fleiss hissed a single word and membranes slid down over her eyes, the world suddenly cast in shades of neon green, the shadows illuminated.

She didn’t like thinking about her eyes. Her master had flown into a wild rage, realizing his book was gone, snatched by the same gutter-mage gangster who had been soundly defeated by it once before. How? he demanded, and when she didn’t have an answer he started asking with his fists, beating her until one of her eyes—

It didn’t matter. It never mattered. She was already good as new, repaired, like the machine she was. As he often reminded her, Fleiss was built to take punishment. Besides, he was right. It was her fault that Faust had managed to steal the book. Figuring out his tricks would keep for later. Right now she had a much more pressing duty: visit the two worlds where the copies had manifested and collect them for safekeeping.

She made her way down the reeking corridor, the stained concrete strewn with rotting trash. Occult seals scrawled in scarlet spray paint plastered the walls, most as meaningless as a schizophrenic’s rantings, along with exhortations like The Enemy is God.

She found the first of her converts twenty feet down the hall, his red robes ragged, a bullet hole drilled through his pointed hood. Fleiss cursed under her breath. Rounding up a pack of the mad, locals driven insane by the pressure of existing in a deranged world, and cracking their minds even further with judicious glimpses of the truth had been a solid plan. By the time she was done indoctrinating them, she had two dozen cultists who worshiped the Enemy as their savior and couldn’t wait for doomsday. The perfect guardians for this world’s copy of the grimoire.

Now, as she stepped over a pair of crumpled bodies, it looked like she had two dozen moldering corpses and not much else to show for all that hard work. Her heart sank as she stepped into the ritual room, brass bullet casings littering the floor around her feet, and looked at the empty case of the former reliquary.

The fear set in after that, bone deep and deadly. A winter freeze that locked her muscles up and kept her rooted to the spot.

He’s going to be so angry at me.

No. She couldn’t jump to conclusions. This wasn’t necessarily Faust’s doing. She had told her master that keeping a copy on an artificial world where “create drama” was a natural cosmic law was a bad idea, that no matter how firmly she instructed the cult to keep a low profile, eventually they’d draw attention one way or another—but the Enemy just called her a short-sighted fool and bragged about the brilliance of his scheme. And he was right, of course he was, he was always right.

But she was right too. In a world with super-powered vigilantes and villains, there were any number of ways to pull off a robbery like this and any number of locals who might be responsible. She’d find them. Get the book back, then go for the third copy. Master would never know about this little slip-up. She’d be safe.

Then she heard that bastard’s voice in her head, again. He’s not your master, and you’re not a thing to be owned. Stand down. Or better yet, help us, and we can end this tonight. We can take you home.

Fleiss gritted her teeth, hands clenched into fists as she stood before the empty glass case.

She had a purpose. A holy, singular purpose. A reason to exist, a reason to be, a reason to have been created. And every time that monster opened his mouth, he made her…

Doubt was a poison word. In the Church of the Enemy, doubt was the only sin. All else was permitted. But not doubt. Never doubt.

Fleiss let out a sudden shriek of pent-up rage, bringing both fists crashing down on the case. The glass shattered, shards piercing her skin, ripping it, blood guttering and splashing onto the floor at her feet. The sudden, searing sting drove out the bad thoughts, focused her, brought hot clarity.

Her skin warped and ran like wax, mending itself, shoving out glass splinters and healing pink like newborn flesh. Better. Much better. Now, strategy. What did she know?

In Noir York, one man had his thumb on the entire underground book trade. Declerc, the Loremonger. He was easy to find, and once she paid him a visit…he’d tell her everything she wanted to know.

***

We were puzzling everything out when Caitlin let out a long, hoarse cough into the crook of her arm. I realized that she wasn’t leaning against the wall just to be casual.

“Hon,” I said, “why don’t you sit down?”

“I’m fine,” she said, in a terse tone of voice that told me to drop it. I dropped it, but just for now. Once we were out of Roy and Lucy’s earshot, we needed to talk about this. It might have been a trick of the light but she looked more pale now than she did back in the car, and despite comparing her dimensional-travel woes to jet lag, she wasn’t getting any better.

“So, Duke Ellery,” I said, turning to Lucy. “I get the impression he’s at the top of your rogues’ gallery, and not just because he murdered your predecessor.”

“No.” Lucy reassembled one of her .45 automatics, cleaned and oiled and gleaming, snapping the slide into place. “He earned it. The two biggest players in this city are the East Side Mob and the Ellery Gang. East Side’s mostly regular human crooks backed up by a few super-powered elites. Barely organized, out to make a fast buck, and loyal only to the almighty dollar. Ellery’s crew is the opposite: hardcore supervillains who use ordinary goons as cannon fodder, and they’re all devoted to him. The biggest distinction is that while the mob is sloppy and doesn’t care much about civilian casualties, Ellery and his pack enjoy the bloodshed. They’ll spread chaos and terror just for the fun of it.”

“What’s his bag of tricks like?” I asked.

“Bottomless, beyond a gift for combat magic,” she said. “He’s got a phantom train that whisks him around the city, a whole list of nasty curses, remote scrying. He conjures demons—”

“Not possible,” Caitlin and I both said at the same time.

Lucy swiveled in Roy’s desk chair, giving me a look.

“It’s like this,” Caitlin said, drawing a triangle in the air with her fingertip. “Here’s Noir York, connected to our Earth, the Earth you both came from. And here’s hell, connected to Earth. But there’s no direct route from hell to here. If there was, we would have known about this place a long time ago.”

“‘We’?” Roy asked.

“People who…study such things,” Caitlin said. “I’m a demonologist.”

He shrugged. “Well, they look like demons, and that’s what he calls ’em. Gross little imp things. He mostly uses them to spy on people. Harmless enough, one at a time, but if they start swarming you’re in trouble.”

“There’s also his greatest asset,” Lucy said. “He—and his girlfriend, Doctor Contraire—are utterly fearless. Like I told you before: they know that they’re comic book characters. And that means, so long as they keep the spotlight firmly on themselves, they know that no matter what happens to them, the city will ensure they always come back. That’s why other villains flock to him: they know he can make them immortal.”

“It’s a kind of…meta-magic,” Roy added. “They don’t commit crimes for the cash. They do it because the more they terrorize the city and spread their infamy around, keeping their names fresh in everybody’s minds, the more unstoppable they are. The only thing that could kill the Illustrated Duke, I mean really kill him for good, is being forgotten.”

I understood why the Enemy might pick Noir York as a hiding spot for his precious relic. As a pocket dimension created by a mortal mind, it was hard to find, remote, and possibly not subject to the eternal Enemy-Paladin conflict. He wouldn’t have to burn this world, making it a convenient place to store his stuff for the long haul. Duke Ellery, though, was the kind of wrinkle he didn’t like dealing with. What was the power to rewrite history and kill with a touch compared to a man who would always come back no matter how many times you killed him? And yet the comic spoke to the Duke, said something I couldn’t make out before he closed the covers and tucked it away.

Then I saw the answer and had to smile.

“A desperation play,” I murmured.

Caitlin tilted her head. “Pet?”

“That comic book had been in stasis since the Golem snatched it. Sleeping, trapped. It woke up in the middle of chaos and the first thing it saw was me. Then Duke Ellery came over to the table and it had to make a split-second decision. It spared Ellery’s life because it was afraid.”

“Of the Duke?” Roy asked.

“No.” I looked to Caitlin. “What the Enemy knows, his grimoire knows. And it knows one copy is already gone. It’s afraid of us.”


Chapter Twenty-Three


Duke Ellery had missed out on the city’s shining era, the Great Gatsby days of champagne and caviar. Of course, he knew that Noir York had sprung into existence out of whole cloth, the dream of a psychic child made flesh. There never had been a golden age, just artifacts and fake memories and books written by no man’s hand.

It was nice to think about, though.

The Gran Isle train station was a relic of that imaginary time, a sweeping space with great vaulted ceilings, dangling crystal chandeliers, and sculpted, ornate arches. Checkerboard tiles of amber and ivory adorned the curving walls, surrounding faded posters advertising cigarettes and vodka. In between the framed posters, chrome sconces were forged in the form of Lady Prosperity, the city’s patron goddess. Her crowned bodies emerged from the walls at the waist and offered frosted orbs in her polished and cupped hands, soft light glowing from within.

The station had been decommissioned decades ago, forgotten by the city, which made it the perfect nesting ground. A single track ran past the platform, rusted and abandoned. Then the wall: a barricade of thick plywood, an eyesore but necessary for privacy’s sake, rising from floor to roof. The number nine train from Brookside to Berwyn still came through the Gran Isle station, a dozen times a day. The commuters on board, on the other side of the wall, had no idea they were rolling straight through a supervillain’s lair.

There it was, right on schedule, the platform rumbling under Duke Ellery’s plush easy chair. The chair sat in the middle of the platform, facing a wall of bulky, wood-grain television sets, piled up in a mountain four wide and four high. Each one was tuned to a different channel. Normally the Duke would watch for hours on end, turning the audio on and off when a given feed caught his attention, treating the flickering screens as a form of meditation while he concocted schemes and planned his next heist.

Not tonight. Tonight he was engrossed in some fascinating reading material, in the form of a comic book that changed every time he flipped through the pages. It was a conversation.

He turned the page. Now he was looking at a drawing of himself in his chair, reading the comic, looking at a drawing of himself in his chair, looking at the comic, a hall of mirrors. He let out a tiny, high-pitched giggle.

Across the multiverse, the dramatic caption read, the Enemy calls to his CHAMPIONS. The rare and bold few willing to rise up and fight for his glory.

In the next panel, the Duke’s tattooed fingers met a hand made of lightning-edged shadow, clasping firmly.

The only thing greater than the Enemy’s wrath is his gratitude. And for his champions, dominion over entire worlds is theirs for the asking.

The Doctor leaned in from behind the chair, snaking her arms around his shoulders. He hadn’t heard her coming. Spatters of fresh blood stood out on her ivory lab-coat sleeves.

“You still reading that dumb thing?” she purred in his ear, a lollipop stick dangling from the corner of her mouth.

“Not dumb. Rather genius, truth be told. Also, and this is not a complaint, you smell like an abattoir.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve been slaving over a hot stove for my man. Hope you’re hungry.”

“Let me guess,” he said. “Those discount thugs we lost at the Blue Lagoon.”

She rounded the chair and slithered into his lap, straddling his legs.

“Waste not, want not. Meat is meat, am I right? C’mon, spill. What’s so special about that comic book? Are we in it?”

He looked up the cover and grinned, tilting the book so that she could read along with him while she snuggled against his chest. “We are, actually.”

He turned the page. A long panel depicted a prim, dark-skinned woman wearing glasses and a twill pantsuit, her hair twisted in a tight librarian’s bun.

Ms. Fleiss, the caption read, the Enemy’s harbinger. Even now she carves a path across the wheel of worlds, intent on reclaiming her master’s lost property. Duke Ellery knew that he must find this woman at once. He knew, in his heart, that obedience would reap rewards beyond measure.

Contraire let out a mean little snicker. “Obedience? Sweetie, we don’t do obedience around here. Perks of being a fictional character: man-made or cosmic, there ain’t no law that can hold us.”

Ellery met her gaze. “But what if we didn’t have to be?”

“Huh?”

“Fictional.” He drew a long, tattooed finger along the page. “What if we could be gods instead? Get the word out, baby. Tell all our naughty boys and girls that this ‘Ms. Fleiss’ is somewhere in the city, and I want her found. We’ll bring her in, and then we’ll hear what she has to say. You’re right. We don’t do obedience. But an alliance…that’s a different kind of proposition altogether.”

***

I looked from Lucy to Roy to Caitlin. Four people to stop an impending apocalypse didn’t seem like much, but it had just been me and Cait when we started out, so I guess we were doing something right.

“I like your idea of setting up a swindle,” I told Roy. “Normally that’s my whole deal.”

“Couldn’t have guessed,” he said, deadpan.

“But we’ve got to move on this, and we’ve got no time to lose. If we could figure out a way to track Duke Ellery down—”

“Oh, we know where he is,” Lucy said.

I stared at her.

“Well,” she added, “we’ve got a good idea. He moves around the city and he’s got at least five different hideouts, but we’ve paid a visit to all of ’em at one point or another.”

Roy winced. “Hopefully not the old Taurus Chemical Plant. I really hate that place.”

“Because he dangled you over a vat of acid.”

“Yes,” Roy said. “Did I need a better reason?”

Lucy checked the load in one of her automatics, squinted down the sights, and holstered it.

“Won’t be Taurus Chemical, he’s still rebuilding after I wrecked it last month. My guess is he’ll be at the Gran Isle station. He hasn’t used that lair in a while.”

She holstered her other gun and reached for her hat.

“I’ll swing over and make sure. Don’t worry, I’ll just recon from a safe distance. Be right back.”

Once she left, the pebbled glass door capturing her retreating shadow, I turned to Roy.

“So this guy’s your arch-nemesis, and you just…know where he is at all times?”

“Like Lucy said, we’ve got a pretty good hunch at least. I know, sounds nutty, but remember the rules: doesn’t matter what we do, he’ll always spring back eventually. So we could run around and burn all his hideouts to the ground, but then he’d just find a new batch, which we’d have to track down one by one all over again. This way’s a lot easier. Makes him feel complacent, and we only make house calls when we absolutely have to.”

I couldn’t argue with his logic. Roy put on a fresh pot of coffee. Outside the narrow, grimy office window, the city lights burned, endless.

“This place is starting to work its mojo on me,” I said.

Caitlin raised an eyebrow. “Feeling compelled to do a James Cagney impression?”

“I just realized. It’s been night for at least a day now. Sunrise…isn’t a thing here, is it?”

Roy shook his head.

“I haven’t seen the sun since I left Earth. You stop thinking about it after a while. And to the people born here—anomalies like Duke Ellery aside—they never even notice at all, just like they don’t realize there’s nothing outside this city.”

“And yet you stay,” Caitlin said.

“Somebody has to.”

“I get how you came here,” I told him. “Network tricked you into playing fetch for them. It happens, no shame in it. But what’s Lucy’s story?”

The carafe began to boil, and he turned his back on me, taking out a packet of coffee grounds.

“She’s the Midnight Jury,” he said, as if that answered everything.

“Yeah, she took the job after my alternate self ate a bullet. But how did she—”

“Because somebody has to,” Roy replied. The tone of his voice told me that the discussion was over. Any answers, beyond that, weren’t mine to have.

We were into our second cup when Lucy came back, tugging down her scarf to reveal a disgruntled look on her face.

“Good news and bad news,” she said. “I was right. Duke’s holed up at the Gran Isle station.”

“What’s the bad news?” I asked.

She answered Roy instead of me. “He made security upgrades since the last time we busted in and wrecked his party plans. I caught the Doctor slipping out through the old passenger tunnel. That reinforced gate at the bottom of the steps? Plastered with what looks like explosive bundles on the inside, and the hallway past it is mined. Obviously I couldn’t get a close look, but we’re not getting in that way.”

“What about the old skylight?” Roy looked my way. “She’s got a thing for smashing through skylights.”

“I noticed.”

Lucy gave an awkward shrug. “It’s cool. Makes for a dramatic entrance. But no, there’s some kind of laser grid projected just under the new glass. Not the harmless kind that triggers an alarm. Looks more like the kind that slices and dices anything it touches.”

“We’ll have to lure him out,” Roy mused. “We’ve done that before, but the trick’s going to be convincing him to come out with the comic book. If he leaves it locked down in there, we’re back to square one.”

“Wait,” I said.

I leaned over Roy’s desk, grabbed a sheet of scratch paper and a pen, and slid them in front of Lucy.

“Draw me a map. Doesn’t have to be a perfect blueprint, just go from memory and be as accurate as you can.”

She asked a question with her eyes.

“Breaking into places where I don’t belong is what I do,” I told her. “At the risk of flexing my ego, I can say I’m pretty good at it. And one thing I’ve learned, after climbing a mountain of hard experience, is that there’s no such thing as a perfect security system. There’s always a way in. So let’s find it.”


Chapter Twenty-Four


While Lucy sketched out the decommissioned train station, I took inventory. We still had the gear from the Northlight raid, Jennifer’s giggle-gas bomb and a pair of literal bombs in the form of two bricks of plastic explosive, each the size of a stick of butter. We hadn’t needed them at the time, but now? Now they might come in clutch.

I contemplated the gas bomb and nixed that idea. I had no doubt that Jennifer’s “eleven secret herbs and spices” would have an ordinary person seeing pink elephants, but we weren’t dealing with ordinary people tonight, and I had no way of knowing if Duke Ellery and his crew would succumb to the gas or just shrug it off. No way without trying it, and we weren’t going to get a second chance at this. The explosives, on the other hand…those had potential.

“So, these tracks,” I said, looking over Lucy’s map.

“The train lines are a bowl of spaghetti. About half the tracks run underground before coming up to surface-level stations, while entire stretches are elevated over the city streets.” She rapped the chewed cap of her pen against the page. “This is the old Mauve Line, completely decommissioned. We tried getting in that way once. Turns out one end is completely gated off with a massive iron fence, about fifty feet down the tunnel. No way to cut through without making a giant racket, and they’d be ready and waiting for us by the time we arrived. The other side ends in a cave-in and a few tons of rubble.”

“Duke can use it, though,” Roy added. “He’s got this…ghost train thing, whisks him all over the city on dead tracks. It’s his favorite getaway move.”

I shrugged. “Suits me fine. We’re just going for the prize. If he wants to turn tail and run, long as he doesn’t escape with the book, that probably makes things easier all around. What about the other track, further from the platform?”

“Lime Line. Active. People ride through there every day, no idea they’re rubbing shoulders with a walking nightmare.” Lucy rapped her pen against a thick, rough line dividing the two tracks. “Wooden barricade. Crude but effective, stretches from the floor to the ceiling and blocks off sight lines. Needless to say, trains don’t stop here. Most people don’t even realize it’s a station. From a rider’s perspective, it just looks like a weird, run-down patch of tunnel.”

My eyes narrowed as I leaned in. “How thick are we talking?”

“I could only guess, but unless he’s reinforced it since the last time I dropped in, maybe a few inches. I’ve seen it rattle when a train passes by. His henchmen built it from whatever scrap they could scrounge, basically just a big privacy screen.”

“They’re goons, not construction workers,” Roy said. “Folks who go for the goon life rarely have much in the way of marketable skills. If they did, they wouldn’t be—”

“Okay,” I said, holding up a finger. “I’m going to need you to never say ‘the goon life’ again, please. Thank you.”

I studied the map again, this time calculating distances. Duke Ellery and his pals would be a handful, no matter how we sliced it, so we’d have to hit hard, fast, and with overwhelming force. Shock and awe would be our only edge in there.

And not just for dealing with them. The second copy of the Enemy’s grimoire was awake, a cosmic monster in the form of a comic book, and it had to know I was coming for it.

“You’re sure about the position of the skylight? About twenty feet down the platform?”

“About,” Lucy said, letting me hear the reservation in her voice. “A few feet of wiggle room in either direction, but it’s definitely dead center over the platform. Duke basically lives there. Down this hall is a kitchen, larder, supply room, and a small armory, converted from the old public bathrooms, and there’s a generator room with fuel storage over here, but this is where he hangs out. See this spot? Every time I’ve busted in, he’s got an armchair and a mountain of television sets right here, about eight feet north of the skylight. That’s what he does when he’s not cooking up a plot. Just…sits there and watches sixteen channels at once.”

“We think that’s where he gets his ideas,” Roy said. “News surfs until he spots something worth stealing or wrecking. There’s usually a card table and chairs set up on the south side of the platform, too. His boys hang out and play poker between jobs.”

Lucy quickly sketched a square table and looping U’s for chairs. “Here. Far opposite end of the platform. Twenty feet south of the skylight. I know because last time I paid a visit, Roach tried to blast me with his flamethrower from there and it didn’t do anything but warm my cheeks.”

Caitlin slouched against the office wall, thinking. “One of his minions carries a flamethrower? Indoors?”

“And an acid tank.” Roy sighed. “Everybody’s got a gimmick in this town. He’s manageable, at least. Let’s just hope Rumblebones isn’t there.”

“What’s his deal?” I asked.

“Hers. If you see a creepy little girl on the scene, put her down, on the spot, by any means necessary. If she’s carrying a teddy bear, shoot the teddy.”

I wasn’t expecting that. “Damn, Roy.”

“She’s not really a kid. Trust me on this.”

I had seen all I needed to. It wasn’t just a matter of time not being on our side: time was actively out to get us. As a rule, I normally wanted at least two solid days of planning and surveillance before pulling a job. Ten minutes and a sketch were the best we were going to get.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s go pay a house call.”

***

We split up. Caitlin took the car. Her job was to find a place to stash it, someplace secure and out of sight but close to the end of our exfiltration route, then head over to the Gran Isle train station on foot and hook up with us there. Me, Roy, and Lucy—her back in her glasses and frumpy secretary clothes, her costume stashed in a bulky black Samsonite briefcase—headed to a different station entirely. The St. Croix station was four stops up the Lime Line and we blended in with a crowd of working stiffs. Red brick factories lined the broad, rain-slick streets here, smokestacks belching roiling black fumes into the night sky. Hangdog men with overalls and five-o’clock shadow, each holding a cheap umbrella in one hand and a metal lunch pail in the other, shuffled off the job and down the concrete steps to catch a ride home.

I wondered, not for the first time, how anyone scheduled anything in a town where the passage of time felt more like a suggestion than a natural law. These people were waiting for a sunrise that would never come and went from their cradles to their graves without ever noticing that they lived in a single, eternal night. I brought it up to Roy and he answered with a wan shrug.

“Baked my brain at first, too,” he said. “I figure it’s sort of like…you know how some insects communicate with pheromones and scents and such? Ants don’t talk or write emails, but they all have jobs and they just know what to do. It’s like that, when you grow up in the local radiation. Not saying they’re insects, these people are as sentient as you and me. Just as real. They think, they feel, but they don’t perceive time the same way we do. Some things are just understood.”

“You ever worry?” I asked him. “That you and Lucy might forget what it was like back on Earth?”

We joined the mob at the turnstiles, metal bars clacking, letting folks through one at a time. He rummaged in his pocket for a handful of change and gave me a tarnished quarter.

“Every damn day,” he said.

I glanced down at the coin, turning it to both sides. Heads was a profile that looked a little like Lady Liberty with a smirk; tails was a mustachioed man’s stoic face. No date stamp anywhere.

“Twenty-five cents to ride the train?” I asked.

“Anywhere you want to go, all night long,” Roy told me. “When I’m doing my private eye work, my per diem is a dollar. Covers trains, coffee, and shoe leather. Little different from back home, huh?”

“On my world, walk into a coffee shop with a quarter and they might let you sniff the air. But only if you ask nice.”

On the other side of the turnstiles, commuters milled along broad concrete platforms under dangling electric signs. Big block letters whirred as they rotated to announce incoming trains and arrival times. The back walls and stout pillars were done up in stark white tile squares, the monochrome aesthetic only broken up by framed posters advertising the latest movies (A musical extravaganza, in vibrant Omnicolor!) and Smooth Velvet cigarettes (The whole family loves ’em!).

We spread out on the platform. Not much danger here, nobody on our tail, but it would still be better if we weren’t seen together.

The Lime Line train threw up sparks as it glided into the station on rusted tracks, drawing up short with a banshee screech of tortured air brakes. The doors rattled open. A crowd surged out, more tired eyes and metal lunch pails, and a second crowd surged on. I found a spot to stand, hanging onto a leather strap, and waited until the train began to roll.

We wouldn’t be coming back this way again, if we came back at all.


Chapter Twenty-Five


The train dipped into a tunnel, pale yellow lights flickering beyond the grimy windows. Time to move. I passed from car to car, making my way to the head of the train. The front car was half-empty, mostly tired-looking workers on their way home, a few reading newspapers or holding glossy magazines on their laps. Roy was waiting for me, and he gave me a silent nod from the other end of the car, telling me he’d scoped it all out and we were ready to do this thing.

Outside the door to the conductor’s compartment, Roy pulled a black ski mask from his pocket, flipped it in his hands, and tugged it on while I stood between him and the rest of the car, blocking the passengers’ line of sight with my body.

Three, two, one, and he pulled open the door to the engineer’s compartment. I took point, crossing the threshold and drawing my semi-automatic, putting it to the back of the engineer’s head in one smooth motion while Roy followed me in, sliding the door shut and sealing us inside.

“Stay cool,” I said. “We’re not here to hurt you. Keep it calm, keep doing what you’re doing, and you’ll be just fine.”

He stayed cool, more or less. I saw his head tilt, the reflection of his eyes in the front window angling toward the radio and a discreet red panic button on the dash.

“There’s nothing here worth dying for,” I told him.

The engineer’s hands stayed on the levers and he turned his gaze back to the tracks. Good.

There was barely enough room for the three of us, squeezed into the cramped nose of the train with a console of gauges, dials, and levers, needles flickering as we streaked through the darkness under the city. A yellow vest with high-vis reflective tape dangled from a metal hook on my right, above the shell of a battered old toolbox.

“We’re hijacking this train,” Roy said. “But don’t worry. We’ll give it back.”

“They won’t pay you,” the engineer stammered.

“They?” I asked.

“The mayor’s office. They won’t pay you. Not after the 418 out of Lampton got hijacked a couple of years ago and the crooks made off with a mint. Official policy is that hostages are on their own.”

I raised an eyebrow and leaned close to Roy, lowering my voice.

“So…this is apparently a known problem, and yet they don’t put locks on the cockpit doors?”

Roy shrugged. “Rule of drama. The city—and I mean the city, not the mayor’s office—likes hostage situations. Also, locks cost money.”

I hated how much sense that made. I turned back to the engineer.

“We’re not holding anybody for ransom. We’re just borrowing your wheels. Here’s what’s going to happen: you’re going to stop the train just shy of the old Gran Isle station, about a hundred feet up the tunnel. You’ll radio it in and tell your bosses that you’ve had a mechanical breakdown. You play it straight, you’ve got nothing to worry about. You try to warn them, or send any kind of signal or secret code, and the last thing you’re ever going to see is your brain spattered across this windshield. Clear on that?”

He answered with a jerky twitch of his blue cap.

“We’ve got some business,” Roy added. “And once we do that business, you’ll be free to go. More to the point, my friend here has business. I’ll be staying right here to keep you company and make sure you don’t make any mistakes.”

The engineer looked up, meeting our reflections in the windshield.

“You’re wearing a mask,” he said to Roy.

“Yeah?”

He looked to me, his jaw so tight it was shaking.

“You aren’t.”

I got it. He figured I was going to blast him anyway so he couldn’t tell the cops what I looked like.

“This is all an illusion,” I told him, making up a story on the fly. I made a mystical wriggle with my fingers. “Your mind is clouded, and what you see is not what you see.”

“He’s a supervillain,” Roy said, deadpan. “Brand new one. He’s known as, ah—”

He hesitated, tossing the ball in my court.

Once upon a time, I’d made an extremely ill-advised boast in front of a street-gang summit and acquired a nickname that followed me from Vegas to Chicago and parts beyond. Mostly thanks to my friends, who refused to let me live it down. In the heat of the moment, once again, I opened my mouth without thinking twice.

“They call me…the Guy,” I said.

Dead silence. The train rattled down the tunnel, yellow lights strobing along with the clacking of steel wheels on the rusty track.

“Um,” the engineer said.

“I know,” I told him, taking the high-vis vest down from its hook. “We’re workshopping it. Can I borrow this? Thank you.”

I left Roy to it, holstering my gun and pulling on the vest as I made my way to the back of the train. Halfway there, the ribbed rubber floor mat jerked under my feet and the brakes squealed, the train chugging to a gradual stop. The intercom came to life with a spitting pop of static, and the engineer’s nervous voice followed me through the next car and the one after that.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve had a…minor mechanical malfunction and have to stop momentarily. Don’t worry, looks like we’ll be on our way shortly. I’ll let you know if anything changes.”

I stepped into the final car, reflective tape gleaming, looking like somebody official. As a general rule, nobody questions anyone wearing a high-vis vest, or a hard hat, or carrying a clipboard. I cleared my throat.

“Everybody, going to need you to move up to the next car so we can make a quick repair. Sorry for the inconvenience.”

I eased to one side and waited until the last straggler left, then walked over to the bathroom door, rapping three times just under the Occupied sign. The tiny compartment slid open and Lucy, in her full Midnight Jury regalia, stepped out. We moved swift and silent, making a beeline for the emergency door at the back of the train, unlatching it, swinging it open, and jumping down onto the tracks.

The stagnant tunnel air smelled like wet, dirty socks, hot and clammy enough to make beads of sweat prickle along the base of my spine. We stayed low as we sprinted up the tunnel, keeping just under the windows and out of sight, a pair of shadows making their way into the darkness.

***

On the south end of the broad Gran Isle platform, across from the long, crude wooden barricade and a stretch of dead track, dinner was served. At the Doctor’s insistence, “her boys” had set aside the greasy cards and clay chips and set out the trappings of civilization: a linen tablecloth, white as Duke’s vanilla-ice-cream suit, and a tarnished brass candelabra along with a bottle of the good Burgundy. The hem of her blood-spattered lab coat swayed around her slacks as she rolled out a serving cart.

A trio of black candles flickered as she gazed lovingly across the table at Duke, steam rising from porcelain plates of expertly carved and perfectly rare meat. Blood pooled on the ivory, dripping from every bite. The comic book, sleeping now, sat in a place of pride at the heart of the table.

“Exquisite,” Duke purred, and Doctor Contraire preened like a peacock.

Trigger Mortis nodded, cramming another forkful into his mouth, chewing noisily. His skull mask was halfway pulled up, baring chapped lips and cheeks bristling with black stubble.

“S’good,” he said. “What is it?”

“Rump roast,” she said serenely.

“Yeah, but what kinda—” He paused. “Oh.”

Duke raised his glass, the wine rich like ripe berries in the dancing candlelight.

“To our fortunes, which are about to change.”

“Explain that to me,” Trigger said in mid-chew. He gestured to the middle of the table. “So this magic comic book starts talking to ya, which…I mean, we’ve seen weirder shit, to be fair.”

“A promise, my cool cat. Of apotheosis, you dig?”

“Apothey-what?”

The Doctor showed her teeth. “Big things, dummy. Real big.”

“We need to find this Fleiss woman, who, the book assures me, is just as eager to meet us as we are to meet her,” Duke said. “Just gotta link up. I’ve got Rumblebones, the Living Dead Boy, and Heatseeker out on the street, sending up smoke signals. The rest of the crew—except for Roach, who’s minding the shop upstairs—is stuck indoors tonight.”

“Couldn’t be helped,” his lover sighed, twirling a chunk of meat in a puddle of blood on her plate. “Corum Asylum’s still on high alert thanks to that idiot orderly letting Damsel out of her cage. I paid him a house call. He won’t make that mistake again. Or any mistake, ever again.”

“More loot for the rest of us,” Trigger said. He paused. “We are talking about loot, right? This apotheywhatsit thing?”

Duke leaned back and contemplated his wine with a smile as the tattoos on his face crawled like ants, spelling out blasphemies in a forgotten language.

“The best loot of all, my man. A world without heroes.”

***

Caitlin was no hero.

Never had been, didn’t aspire to be. What she was, in her estimation, was a career woman. Right hand and adopted daughter of a demon prince, executor of his will, keeper of the peace. She’d started with nothing, clawed her way up from the infernal trailer park and smashed through the glass ceiling to take what was rightfully hers, everything she’d worked her fingers to the bone to earn. And the reward for all that hard work, as she well knew, was more work.

She thought about that as she scaled a dusty brick wall like a spider, her muscles aching and head heavy with fatigue. She hadn’t been entirely honest with her beloved. This place was making her sick, she’d told him that much, just not how sick. It was getting worse by the hour, like lead in her veins. This was no place for a demon, no. She’d figure it all out when they got home, task some of Prince Sitri’s occult scientists with a full investigation, but for now she just had to deal with it.

My duty is my life.

She hauled herself up another few feet, her fingernails melting and curling, becoming black iron talons as copper motes of light danced in her eyes, gleaming in the shadows.

My life is my duty.

Caitlin was no hero, but she was here to battle some villains tonight. Her world, and the world of mortals, hung in the balance. There were countless other Earths scattered across the multiverse, and even if they bested the Enemy he’d just be reborn to continue his murderous crusade elsewhere, but every victory counted, no matter how small. And this was a fight for her Earth. Her favorite humans lived there.

Besides, as she was fond of telling Daniel, the world they shared was where she kept her stuff. She had creature comforts in hell, sure, but she didn’t have a luxury apartment overlooking the Vegas Strip stocked with exotic wines, several original Nagels, and a shower big enough to throw a party in. That counted for something.

She pulled herself over the lip of the old train station roof—the signage long gone, the steps down below barricaded with an iron gate—and clambered to her feet, a little less gracefully than she would have liked. She wasn’t alone up here.

A broad and bulky figure turned in mid-pace, his frame draped in a black leather butcher’s apron and hood over shapeless, baggy coveralls. The snout of a vintage gas mask poked out from under the ragged hood and the ovals of the mask’s eyes, like polished onyx mirrors, captured the bone-white glow of the moon. A harness looped around his shoulders and waist, supporting a pair of corroded tanks strapped to his back like an exterminator’s rig. A rubber hose ran from the tanks, ending in a brass nozzle that rode on his hip in a custom-tooled holster.

“Who are you?” he wheezed, his voice sickly and wet beneath the mask. He paused, onyx lenses tilting to one side as he studied her coppery eyes, her iron nails. “What are you?”

“I’ve been asked that question before, by people who have never seen a demon. Sometimes I say ‘the end of the world.’” She shrugged. She was playing for time, winded from the climb and breathing deep, getting her strength back. “It’s just a thing to say. Sounds intimidating. Ironically enough, tonight that’s exactly what I’m fighting against.”

At her side, she flicked out her fingers. Her claws grew longer, sharper.

“I am, however,” she added, “absolutely the end of your world.”


Chapter Twenty-Six


Athin crack of silver light pierced the train tunnel at the seam where the old, curving stonework ended and the barricade began. The gray stone was rough like steel wool under my palms, damp and faintly shivering, the echoes of other trains carrying through the labyrinth like vibrations in a spider’s web. The wood was coarse, splintery, layers hammered onto layers like sheets of armor held together by bent, rusty nails. Sloppy work, but effective enough to serve its purpose. Anyone riding a commuter train down this stretch, the interior lit and exterior dark, wouldn’t even be able to see the difference. Unless they checked a map, they’d never know they were rolling right through a long-abandoned station.

I used my forearm against the wood as a crude measure of distance, Lucy’s sketch map in my head as I plotted.

“I still don’t like it,” Lucy whispered, her face shadowed by the brim of her fedora. “This plan of yours…you’re putting a lot of faith in your girlfriend.”

“I always do.”

“Even with the new laser grid, no chance Duke left the skylight unguarded. Not tonight.”

And I had concerns about that. I knew Caitlin wasn’t at a hundred percent, that something about this place—its atmosphere, its distance from our homeworld, whatever—had her worn out like the onset of a bad flu. I also knew she’d kick my ass if I tried to keep her on the sidelines. She’d rather risk her life than feel like a burden to anybody.

“She’s tougher than she looks,” I whispered, putting my ear to the wood. “Besides, you bring your boy Roy into the field all the time, don’t you? He doesn’t even have any magic.”

“He’s a cynical world-weary gumshoe with a heart of gold. In Noir York, that is magic. We don’t have plot armor, like Duke and his crew—if we die, we stay dead for good—but the city’s telling a story and the city wants Roy to win.”

She paused, tugging the scarf around her face a little tighter, eyes gleaming in the dark.

“Of course, that also means he gets abducted, threatened, and has the crap kicked out of him on a regular basis because that’s part of the story too. Win some, lose some.”

I heard faint murmurs on the far side of the barricade. The tinny static of a television set. Nothing I could make out, nothing I could use. I was just going to have to hope I’d taken the measure right. I set my backpack down at my feet, took a knee, and unzipped the side compartment. My fingers hovered over the bag. Canton’s watch was holding strong, the first book still trapped in a bubble of time.

“You’re still playing against the house,” I told her, unwrapping the first brick of plastic explosive. “You and Roy have to be lucky every time. The bad guys only have to get lucky once. Ask your predecessor how that turned out.”

I hoped I remembered how to do this. The explosive bent and warped under my fingertips like a stiff wad of Silly Putty. I found a crevasse in the barricade, a spot where a pair of reinforced planks split and left a gap in the middle, and filled it like a trench.

“Don’t talk to me about Danielle,” Lucy said. “To you, she was a weird two-hour memory. I was there. I had to watch her die.”

I heard the pain in her voice, an unhealed wound. I reached for the second butter stick of plastic explosive but stopped short, turning to meet her eyes in the dark.

“I’m sorry. I’m not taking it lightly. The opposite, in fact. When we leave this world, you and Roy should really think about coming with us. Take it from somebody who knows a thing or two about gambling: sometimes you’ve just got to take your chips, get up, and walk away from the table before the clock runs out. Play against the house long enough, you’re gonna lose. That’s just basic math.”

“Can’t,” she said. “I was given a responsibility. An obligation.”

I felt along the barricade, found another half-inch crack, and started working the second brick into it.

“Yeah, well, technically I am Danielle. So whatever she told you before she died, whatever oath she swore you to, I’m officially releasing you from it.”

She didn’t respond right away. In the quiet, I could hear her weighing her answer, deciding which cards to show and which ones to keep face-down. A humid wind gusted down the train tunnel, ruffling my collar. The back of my shirt stayed plastered to my skin, painted in sweat that was going colder by the second.

“My obligation,” she said, “isn’t to her.”

I knew when I was looking at a closed door. I left it alone. Instead I gripped the bulb of a detonator between thumb and forefinger, gently sinking it into the long, jagged trench of explosive, seating the prongs. Then the other.

All I could do now was hope this was going to work. And wait for the signal.

***

A gout of fire lanced from Roach’s hands, the hose nozzle spitting a jet of orange and blue-black flame that lit up the night with a chemical hiss and the stench of burning metal. Caitlin dropped to the rooftop, landing with one palm against the cold stone, and then she spun, wheeling around on her hands like a capoeira dancer, one leg sweeping out and catching him by the ankle. She hooked her foot around his stocky boot and yanked, momentum doing the rest as he fell backward, landing on his ass, his twin tanks clanging between the rooftop and his spine. He let out a guttural grunt from under his gas mask and squeezed the trigger again.

No time to press the advantage. Caitlin flung herself away from the oncoming inferno, the tail of her white trench coat billowing behind her as she cartwheeled just out of reach. The fire followed her, rumbling blast after blast, flames licking the air and painting the world in a shimmering heat mirage crowned in black smoke.

Roach was faster than he should have been, for a big man buried in bulky gear. He pushed himself back to his feet, onyx lenses of his mask tracking Caitlin across the rooftop as he kept firing, the nozzle bucking in his gloved hands.

He’s not trying to hit me, Caitlin realized as another blast warmed the air at her back, skin prickling at the nape of her neck. He’s HERDING me.

Then she saw it. She was trapped between the sweep of fire behind her and the skylight, dead ahead, directly over the platform some twenty feet below. The fall wouldn’t kill her—she’d taken dives like that before just for fun—but the trap would. It was invisible from a distance but now, up close, her glittering eyes made out a grid of pale blue beams etching a laser checkerboard just under the reinforced glass.

Not the harmless kind that triggers an alarm, Lucy had said. Looks more like the kind that slices and dices anything it touches.

Caitlin was inclined to concur. She sprinted straight for the skylight, pretending to fall for it. At the last second she hurtled up and over it, body twisting in the air, landing in a crouch on the opposite side with her burning eyes fixed on Roach.

He squeezed the trigger. The blackened brass nozzle answered with a weak trickle of smoke and a hollow clicking sound. Caitlin smiled, showing him a mouth lined with rows of curling teeth, the maw of a great white shark.

“All out of fuel?” she said. “Good. My turn.”

“Hrn.” He looked down, fiddling with the device. “I’ve got more.”

The stench of sulfur overpowered the haze of smoke as a stream of sickly yellow liquid, like pus from an open wound, sprayed from the nozzle. Caitlin quickly threw up an arm, catching it on her sleeve, and gritted her teeth at the sudden shock of searing pain. Her sleeve was melting, the white leather curdling and peeling as it blackened, the fabric of her blouse burning into the pale flesh of her arm as Roach’s acid ate through satin and skin.

“Melt that pretty face,” Roach chortled, a wet and phlegmatic laugh as he fired another jet of acid. Caitlin was still reeling from the shock, slow from fatigue and pain, but she managed to duck. The splash hit her across the shoulder, a whip-crack of agony as it devoured everything in its path, black blood beginning to seep down the breast of her coat.

Enough, she told herself, sweeping one foot out and bending her knee. The longer he drags this out, the worse it’s going to get. Finish it.

She feinted left, inviting the heat, then darted right when he committed and opened fire. Then she broke into an all-out run—not away from the danger, but straight toward it. She got inside his reach, too close for him to turn the nozzle on her, and latched both hands around his forearm.

Then she brought her knee up, straight down the middle, and shattered his arm like glass. A shard of glistening, cherry-red bone tore through his sleeve, jutting out and dripping, as Roach howled under his mask. Then she rose up on the toes of one foot and spun, whirling momentum driving her knuckles into his mask. An onyx lens imploded, smoky glass shards driving straight toward his wide-open eye.

He doubled over, screeching incoherently, as Caitlin caught her breath. Her hand trailed over her coat, catching smears of her own oil-dark blood, her arm and shoulder still burning from the acid. She flicked her fingers and smiled.

“Don’t pass out just yet,” she purred. “I’m not even remotely finished with you. You’ve got a purpose to serve.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Staccato thumps echoed down from the rooftop high above, and long, drawn-out groans like a stiff wind moaning through the urban canyons. Duke Ellery glanced up, raising an eyebrow, a forkful of dripping red meat paused halfway to his mouth.

“Of course,” he said, putting his fork down. “Of course. Naturally, she would show up tonight to ruin our fun. Right on the cusp of something great, and here comes the Midnight Jury. Again.”

“Bitch,” Doctor Contraire hissed. She reached across the table and put a hand over his. “Don’t let it ruin your appetite, love.”

Trigger Mortis tugged his mask down, the ivory skull replacing his real face.

“You want me to go up there, lend a hand?” he asked.

“No,” Duke said. “Might be some kind of trick to get us to turn off the mines and unlock the main gate. Roach can handle her.”

They both stared at him, silent. He held up a finger, hesitant, then waggled his hand.

“I mean…sure, he never actually has, but there’s a first time for everything. You never know. Either way, zero chance she gets through the skylight trap.”

Contraire gazed upward and sipped her wine.

“Hope she tries,” she said. “I built it just for her.”

Then she lit up like her fondest wish had just come true, as the skylight shattered. Broken glass rained down, littering the platform, chased by a storm of flesh and blood. The laser grid ignited, shorting out, the lights along the platform flickering and popping as raw, ragged fistfuls of skin, entrails, and cauterized bone poured down in a steamy scarlet mist.

“No way,” Duke said, slowly rising to his feet, daring to smile. “No freakin’ way, baby. Did we just bag the Jury?”

“I told you,” the Doctor said, leading the way to the carnage. “She never saw a skylight she wouldn’t try to plunge through. Predictable as a stopped clock.”

The trio stood around the splatter zone, breathing in the stench of shredded organs and voided bowels, the blood mist slowly settling around them as another light popped and bathed half the platform in shadows. Down the hall, the generator grumbled under the static-tinged snap of an overloaded circuit breaker.

Duke crouched, leaning in, and frowned.

“Trigger? You locked and loaded?”

“Always, boss. Why?”

He reached down and scooped up a relic from the carnage. A jagged chunk of onyx from Roach’s gas mask.

“It isn’t her. We got company inbound, and the laser’s out of commission. Get ready for—”

The barricade detonated. He had a split second to throw his arms over his face as a cannon blast of splintered, shredded wood hit the three of them at hurricane speed, riding just ahead of a shock wave of superheated air.

***

I had heard the signal loud and clear. A crash and a chorus of wet meaty thumps, lined up perfectly with the spot where I’d set the charges. I twisted the tiny dial of each detonator, and Lucy and I hustled to the far side of the train tunnel and braced for impact. We tucked, covered our ears, and hoped for the best.

The flash of the eruption left a supernova glow behind my eyelids, the sound of the blast loud enough to leave my head swimming in a cacophany of bells, but I forced myself up and into the fight. From here on out, every second mattered. The way ahead was lit by flickering lights and candles, an invitation through a jagged rent in the plywood wall. Duke, Contraire, and Trigger were all reeling, stunned and bruised. One of Duke’s jacket sleeves dangled, shredded, and the Doc’s lab coat glistened with fresh blood from underneath, a long wooden splinter jutting from her hip like a dagger.

She yanked it free with a snarl, pointing the scarlet tip our way as Lucy and I charged through the gap.

“Trigger! Get their asses!”

He slapped his holsters and drew both guns, but so did the Midnight Jury, pinwheels of purple neon light drawing mystic sigils around Lucy’s wrists as she opened fire. Duke and Contraire dove for cover as bullets crackled through the shadows in both directions, blasting out chunks of wood and tile, a wall sconce erupting. Two bullets hit each other in midair, crumpling in an eruption of violet lightning.

I only had eyes for the prize. And there it was, sitting on the south side of the platform on a fancy linen tablecloth, opening a sleepy eye painted in four-color inks. The comic book’s cover fluttered, pages riffling, its power warming up.

I chanced a look back. The Doctor fell against the shattered tile wall with a grunt, one hand digging into her lab coat and coming out with a long-nosed Luger, aiming the muzzle between my shoulders. Duke Ellery was hot on my heels, angling in with a wickedly curved knife in his hand. I ran faster, harder, locking in on the comic. Nothing else mattered.

In the heat of the moment, none of them had asked the important question: if the Jury was down here with me, who had tossed Roach through the skylight? With the laser grid burned out and dead, Caitlin was happy to provide an answer. She plunged straight down through the skylight like a hawk diving for a field mouse, one foot landing on Trigger’s shoulder and stomping him flat, driving him to the platform in a crumpled heap. She hit the concrete and rolled, somersaulting, springing up to snap out a kick that hit the Doctor in the wrist. Her hand went high, the Luger firing with a crack, the bullet whining above my head.

I was close enough to the comic to read it now, the pages turning, stopping dead on an image of my bullet-riddled body in a coffin. I felt it, too, glowing like a leaking nuclear reactor fueled by pure malevolence. All the same, Duke’s shadow fell over me from behind as he swept in with the knife and I had to make a split-second choice.

I had taught Melanie one of the classics, straight from Howard Canton’s playbook. Mastering a good trick was its own reward, but sometimes, just sometimes, there was a good reason to do something only halfway right. I grabbed the linen tablecloth and yanked it, hard, sending dinner crashing to the floor. The candles guttered out as the candelabra went tumbling along with dishes and glasses, porcelain shattering, wine splashing in a cascade of broken crystal. The comic book went flying, sliding along the concrete. I didn’t stop turning, whipping the tablecloth around, spitting a word of magic as I let it go.

The cloth took on a life of its own, enveloping Duke Ellery and snaking itself around him before cinching tight like a straitjacket, pinning his arms to his sides. He flopped over, wriggling on the concrete like a fish, clinging to his useless knife and spitting curses that would make a sailor blush. I ignored him. I was already tugging my backpack off my shoulder and unzipping it, feeling the power of the pocket watch swell in response to my need.

The second copy of the Enemy’s relic had given up all pretense of being a comic book. It slapped open to a page scrawled in a dozen jagged fonts, the same word a hundred times over—Die DIE die DIE Die—but before it could unleash hell I slammed it shut, rolled it up, and shoved it into the copper-lined Faraday cage inside my backpack. Canton’s pocket watch bucked against the canvas as I zipped the flap shut and the furnace of palpable hatred suddenly died, like turning off a spigot.

We weren’t out of trouble by a long shot. Trigger Mortis was back on his feet and backpedaling, laying down a spray of bullets in all directions. I saw him get an angle on Lucy and reacted on instinct, one of my cards lancing from my pocket into my hand. I whipped it up the platform like a missile and it caught the bullet, tumbling dead to the rusty track.

“Got it,” I shouted. “Let’s go!”

We piled through the ruined barricade, with Lucy laying down suppressing fire until we were past the splintered rubble. Then we raced up the tunnel, heading for the lights of the parked train just ahead. As we crossed the edge of the headlamps’ glow I got a good look at Caitlin, and my stomach clenched. One of her arms and her opposite shoulder were a mess, leather and fabric melted, plastered in sticky black blood.

“Cait, are you—”

“Fine,” she said through gritted teeth.

The Doctor tried to chase us, but a pair of sharp reports from the Jury’s pistols, crackling down the tunnel, forced her head back into cover. Up ahead, I saw Roy in the cockpit, standing behind the hostage engineer. I held my arm high and waved, frantic. The original plan had been for us to get back on the way we’d left, boarding the emptied-out rear car, but I didn’t think we’d have that kind of time.

He got the message. As we reached the first car, the pneumatic doors hissed open and we climbed aboard. The train began to roll a second later, wheels groaning, clacking against the iron rails, lurching back to life and ferrying us away from the scene of the crime.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Well, this was awkward.

The train was rolling down-tunnel now, picking up speed. I clenched up as we passed a flicker of light, streaming in from the ravaged barricade wall, but nobody opened fire on the train. I guessed Duke didn’t want that kind of heat, at least not if he wanted to keep his favorite secret lair a secret.

Dealing with the situation on board was trickier. There we were—me, Caitlin, and the Midnight Jury—and about twenty tired commuters giving us wide-eyed stares. I was stuck for words; Lucy was faster on the draw.

“Citizens,” she intoned, her Jury voice deeper and more resonant than when she was doing her plucky-secretary routine. “Do not be alarmed. You are not in any danger. My friends and I were just responding to a local disturbance. We’ll be getting off at the next stop.”

A couple of people quietly, quickly, got up and moved to the next car. Others edged back but stayed where they were. More, though, edged even closer, staring at the Jury like they were visitors in a zoo and the bars between them and an exotic animal had just come down.

A short, nervous woman approached her, biting her bottom lip, staring up at Lucy’s half-veiled face.

“You…saved my brother. Last month, at Wickham Park. Thank you.”

“I’m happy to help,” Lucy replied.

The dam broke. More people approached, keeping a respectful distance but forming a semicircle around her, some speaking up, some whispering, every one of them touched by the Midnight Jury. Maybe she’d saved their spouse, a relative, a friend. One had been running from a mugger when the shadow of the Jury’s coat and hat, rising upon a brick alley wall, scared him away in a heartbeat. They all wanted to thank her.

Some people would get high on the praise. Not Lucy. She took it in, stoic, firm but soft-voiced, seeming almost embarrassed by it. She didn’t do what she did—putting on the costume, strapping on the guns, running the rooftops in a nightmare city—for the fame. She certainly wasn’t doing it for the money. And now I thought I understood what she’d meant back there, when she said her obligation wasn’t to her predecessor. It was to them. These people, the city itself.

I stepped back toward the doors, standing behind her with Caitlin at my side, and leaned in closer to Cait.

“She’s the real thing.”

“Hmm?” She had one hand clamped over her opposite arm, squeezing and kneading the bloody rent in her sleeve.

“A hero.” I gave a tiny headshake. “We need to go.”

Caitlin tilted her head, whispering back to me. “Sounds like you don’t approve.”

“I absolutely approve. We need to go before I corrupt her. Fuck her up on accident or something.”

“Pet.”

I couldn’t help it. Kneejerk reaction: I saw something pure, something good and right, and my first instinct was to run in the opposite direction before I did something stupid and wrecked it. History had proved me correct on this point before.

“More concerned about you,” I told her.

Caitlin’s lips pursed in an irritated frown.

“I can fix the flesh. A few hours of uninterrupted meditation and I’ll be good as new.”

“Not sure I’ll be able to give you that,” I said, “not until we make our next world jump. Duke and his gang are going to be hot to catch up with us, and for all we know, Fleiss is already here.”

“I’ll manage. It’s only pain.” She flicked a glance at her shoulder and clicked her tongue. “But this was my favorite coat, and there’s no mending it. Also, this is a St. John blouse. Lightweight liquid satin, very chic, very expensive.”

“If it’s any consolation, you look a lot better than the other guy did.”

“Yes, well, if he’d actually die for good and go to hell where he belongs, I could torture him properly.” She leaned back, dour. “I do not like this world.”

“We’ll get a new one, then. Find a good place to stash the ’Cuda?”

“Alley one block west of the next stop,” she said. “We’re almost home free.”

Well, not home free yet, I figured. One more world, one more book. One more play for all the marbles.

***

Duke Ellery stood at the tracks, polished white leather spats on rusted metal, watching the taillights of the train vanish around a distant stony bend.

“Well,” Trigger said, finger crooked and scratching around under his mask, “win some, lose—”

Duke spun, grabbed him by the collar, and shoved him up against the smoldering ruin of the wooden barricade. His eyes blazed in the dark, tattoos crawling around his brow.

“Listen to me, very carefully,” he hissed. “This ‘Fleiss’ cat, the emissary of a cosmic power, is out there looking for me. She’s eager to meet me, to trade unbelievable power and fortune for a magic comic book which I no longer have. Now, how do you think she’s going to react when she shows up and I’ve got nothing but empty hands and a killer smile, son? Think about it. Do the math.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. Oh.” Duke let go of him and began to pace in a tight circle, rapping his index finger against his forehead. “Let’s think, let’s think. Okay. Rally the boys. I don’t mean the elites. Just grab any goon with a gat you can muster up on short notice. I need guns. Lots of guns. We’re going to find these assholes, run them down, finish them, and get my prize back before Fleiss shows up.”

“You got it, boss. But…I mean, the Lime Line runs from here to the Battery. They could be anywhere.”

“No. The train was waiting for them. It was sitting, up the tunnel, waiting for them.”

“I don’t get it,” Trigger said.

Duke lightly patted his chest.

“I’m sorry I asked you to use your brain. You’re not good at it. Leave that part to me.” Duke pointed up the tunnel, into the black. “To do that, they had to have either faked a mechanical breakdown or just hijacked the thing outright. These trains run on tight schedules. Mess with one, you mess with the entire grid. Mass delays, cancellations, hours of headaches for the folks in charge. Even if the Jury and her new pals managed to keep it hush-hush and on the down-low, people in the transit department are asking a lot of questions right now and there’s a good chance the rail cops are, too.”

“Meaning,” Doctor Contraire said, strolling up behind him, “the longer they ride that train, the more likely they are to get cornered there. Either by the transit authority or by us. The only smart play is to disembark as fast as they can, slip out of sight, and find another way out of the district.”

Duke nodded. “The next stop. Pendleton. Trigger, tell the boys I want a cordon around that station, two blocks in every direction. Nobody gets into the neighborhood until I give the word, and nobody gets out.”

***

“Next stop,” said the engineer’s voice over the intercom, still tinged with a nervous edge as the air brakes began to squeal, “Pendleton Station.”

Pendleton was packed, swirling and restless crowds all backed up and waiting in the wake of the unexpected delays. Rotary boards on the checkerboard-tile pillars told the story of a cascading failure, every route running a little more behind schedule than the one before it. The train jolted to a stop. The doors whisked open and Lucy jumped down onto the platform, fedora pulled low over her eyes as she strode with a purpose. The crowd parted, falling back, a storm of murmurs washing over us. It wasn’t just the Jury’s presence that gave her space. A handful of fellow passengers, the ones who had stepped up to thank her, fanned out and formed a ring around Lucy. A silent and unofficial honor guard. Cait and I held back a bit and soon I felt a presence at my shoulder: Roy, who had taken off his mask and smoothed back his rumpled hair, blending in as just another passenger.

“We’re halfway good,” he told me as we headed for the exit stairs. “While you were tearing up Duke’s domicile, I convinced the engineer that we were on the side of the angels. He’s gonna back up the ‘mechanical trouble’ story and leave the cops out of it.”

“That’s only halfway?” I asked.

“We got off at the safest stop—riding the rail any farther would have seriously pushed our luck, especially with the Jury standing out in the open like that—but Duke’s not stupid. He’s got shooters on the way, guaranteed.”

Shooters, we could handle, but there were way too many civilians around for my liking. If the guns came out, a lot of innocent people were going to get hurt. I shot a glance back over my shoulder, and the crinkles of worry around Roy’s eyes told me he was thinking the same thing.

The station steps opened up to the dark, a warm night breeze carrying the odor of onions and cooked liver, an all-night diner on the corner glowing with its sign ringed in blue neon. Lucy took her followers aside. She said something I couldn’t hear, but I saw upturned faces and grave nods, and they scattered to the winds. Caitlin led us one block over, where the Barracuda sat nestled in the mouth of a blind alley.

“This is us,” I said to Lucy and Roy. I didn’t ask, one last time, if they wanted to ditch this place. I knew they never would. The house would win eventually and they’d go down fighting, paving the way for another successor, because the city would always have a Midnight Jury but it wouldn’t always be them. They knew that. No illusions, and this was the life they’d chosen. Maybe I didn’t understand that level of self-sacrifice, but I respected the hell out of it.

Roy shook my hand, firm.

“Good luck on the other side.” He paused, like something just occurred to him. “I don’t know what circles you run in over there, but…you ever cross paths with a dame called Verna Bell?”

I glanced to one side, thinking back. “Name isn’t familiar.”

“Well, if you ever do run into her, do me a solid. Tell her that Roy said she was right about everything. And that I’m not sore at her.”

“You got it.” I turned to Lucy. “And for what it’s worth—”

I never got to finish the thought. The screech of tires from two blocks down turned our heads as I found myself caught in the headlights, a trio of long-nosed silver roadsters coming in hot. A tommy-gunner clinging to the running boards pointed and gave a shout.

“—and that’s our cue,” I said. Caitlin and I ran for the car while Lucy drew a bulky, boxy gun from under her coat with one hand and wrapped her other arm around Roy’s waist.

“See you in the funny papers,” she said. Then she aimed high and fired, a grappling hook arcing in the air at the end of a nylon rope, clanging as it found purchase on the lip of a neighboring rooftop.

“I really hate this part,” Roy sighed.

Then the grappling gun whined and they were airborne, soaring to the rooftop as it reeled in the cable. I didn’t stick around to watch them vanish; we had a disappearing act of our own to perform. I slid behind the wheel, the hemi engine roaring like a panther as I slapped the stick into gear. Caitlin reached for the portal device while I peeled out of the alley and hooked a hard left turn, foot heavy on the gas.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


We were pouring on speed but the three chase cars were gaining, yellow headlights weaving from side to side like fireflies in the rearview mirror. Tommy-gun fire chattered like a typewriter, bullets slicing past the driver-side window, a few rounds finding their mark and digging potholes into the trunk. Allegedly Harmony’s brain trust had bulletproofed my ride and while I could tell the ’Cuda had put on weight—she was a little slower on the acceleration now, heavier on the turns—I could only hope whatever they’d armored her with would hold up long enough for us to find an exit route.

“Ready to leave?” I asked.

A bullet cracked against the back windshield, chipping the glass. Caitlin brandished the portal gun and dialed it in, the beige prototype whining as a string of lights, originally all green but now a little over halfway in the red, lit up to display the battery power remaining. If MacDermott’s calculations were right, we had exactly enough juice for two more jumps: one to snatch the final book, and one to get us home again. If he was wrong, we were about to take a one-way trip into a mystery world with no way back.

No choice. But our pursuers were too close for comfort and as we roared straight toward a busy intersection, I flicked a glance to the open wiring on the dashboard where Harmony’s mechanics had been playing Frankenstein.

Also that extra button on the gearshift is for the prototype smokescreen, her partner had told us. You’re welcome.

“Cait, love? Hang on tight.”

The stoplight ahead shifted, flashing green, cross traffic starting to roll. I hit the button. Like the snort of a dragon, a thick cloud of gray, roiling smoke blasted from the Barracuda’s exhaust, blotting the world at our backs. Then I hauled on the wheel, taking a hard right, dodging an oncoming car and swerving onto the boulevard. One of the chase cars plowed through the smoke just in time to see a wall of traffic dead ahead. The driver spun out, nearly pulling a 180 before his front wheel hit a curb, rode up, and the car slammed nose-first into a newsstand as the man behind the cash register dove for safety. It screeched along the sidewalk, throwing up sparks and dragging the entire newsstand with it for another five feet before stopping dead in a haze of radiator steam.

The other two cars course-corrected, horns blaring as they fell in behind us, muzzle flash lighting up the dark as the gunners riding the sideboards took potshots at us. A sedan caught a stray round, a tire blowing out, sending the vehicle careening into the next lane and sideswiping a delivery truck with a shriek of tortured metal. We needed to end this fast, and I spotted our way out. Not the overpass up ahead, a seemingly endless cargo train chugging on elevated tracks, but the flat strip of concrete and the long, tall wall of red brick just off to the right side of the road.

Cait read my mind. She was already rolling her window down, leveling the prototype and taking careful aim. The machine began to squeal. Higher than before, more erratic, though I hoped that was just my imagination. Then it erupted, firing a beam of white light and turning the wall into a movie screen. The world on the other side was a blur, all moving steel and flashing lights. I pointed the Barracuda straight at it.

***

One of the chase cars was packed with every shooter they could scramble on short notice. The other had Duke behind the wheel, his girl at his side, and Trigger squeezed into the backseat along with a pair of discount thugs. Duke’s eyes went wide with awe as the portal gun fired and a brick wall turned into a flickering celluloid gateway.

Trigger leaned between the seats, craning his neck. “What is that?”

“That, my friend, is our ticket out of this story. A genuine door between worlds. Turns out we didn’t need Fleiss or her patron after all. We just needed…this.”

He grinned, ferocious.

“Let’s see what’s over there.”

***

We fired toward the wall…and through it.

Reality melted like wax. I melted with it, my hands becoming shapeless, drooling lumps on the wheel, the side mirror sagging, the roar of the engine turning into the drone of a dying carnival organ as the car filled with the smell of roses. The world faded, going scarlet and then dark…and then everything snapped back at once.

We were on a six-lane highway in broad daylight. Going in the wrong direction.

I yanked the wheel, veering left as an oncoming semi’s horn thundered, missing us by scant feet. Now I had a dirty yellow taxi coming straight at us and I had to swerve again, swinging in and out of the lane, dodging traffic that blazed past like heat-seeking missiles. Concrete barriers painted in hazard-yellow stripes lined both sides of the road and I realized why: we were at least twenty feet above the ground, no way out but an off-ramp or a fast, fatal fall.

Two cars chased us through the gap before the portal collapsed, their drivers probably just as surprised as we were, and one found out the hard way. More horns blared behind us just before the crunch of metal on concrete and a silver roadster went airborne in my side mirror, launching up and over the barricade before plunging grille-first toward the merciless pavement below. I felt the road shake as it crashed, flames and smoke rising up to lick at a sky hazy with yellow smog. The other was still on our heels but losing ground, hitting the brakes and fishtailing to avoid a collision.

I didn’t have time to take in the sights but I got it through flashes, the corners of my vision, while I leaned into the wheel and struggled to keep us alive. We were in another city, a big one, but miles away from the art deco palaces of Noir York. Brutalist slabs rose up around the elevated highway like wasp hives built for human beings. The cars were hard-angled with edges that could cut glass, built for practicality over style. I caught glimpses of exposed engines and tubing, riveted armor plates, windshields reinforced with chicken wire, and everything caked in layers of soot and urban grime.

There was an off-ramp dead ahead. Angled the wrong way from where we were facing, of course; I was going to have to hook a hard U-turn to make it.

“Trust me?” I said.

“I trust you more when you don’t feel the need to explicitly ask if I trust you.”

More oncoming traffic. Instead of slowing down I accelerated, eyes on a gap, and swerved over to the far lane. Then as soon as a pair of trucks whipped past I stomped the brake and leaned into the wheel. The car fish-hooked hard, back end sliding out of control as we went into a screeching spin, laying down black rubber tracks in the asphalt and spitting smoke. The barrier, the only thing between us and a dead man’s plunge, swung in front of the windshield and I kept turning, clinging on tight. Our back bumper clanged against the barricade, a bone-jarring slap as the car straightened out, finally facing the right direction. We shot down the ramp, taking the hairpin turn as fast as I could risk it.

The last chase car blazed past us, too fast to course-correct, still firing up the road in the wrong direction. By the time they managed to get off the highway, we’d be long gone.

Just in time, too. I took deep breaths, riding out the adrenaline shock and keeping my hands tight on the wheel so they wouldn’t shake. We pulled into traffic on a two-lane street under the shadow of the highway, lining up at a traffic light. A clap of thunder echoed from above, followed by the roar of mighty engines. I craned my neck, looking up to see some kind of brass-hulled jet, long and boxy, a city bus riding on six underbelly thrusters. The flying machine circled the roadway above, hovering, then tilted its nose downward and flew off in the direction of the other car.

While we waited for the light to change, I took in the sights. More bizarre cars flanked us, scrap-metal creations held together with crude soldering lines and a prayer. Retail fronts were built into the highway underpass, a row of dirty glass and flickering neon. A hot dog joint, steam rising from a carry-out window, sat snug between a massage parlor and a convenience store whose windows were plastered in advertisements for some kind of state lottery.

The sun, filtered through a smear of sickly yellow smog that swallowed the tops of the severe and unadorned tower-blocks all around us, cast a spotlight on a strange new world. While the makeshift and crudely armored cars reminded me of all the Mad Max flicks I’d watched as a kid, the sheer size of the city, the stark gray towers, the mammoth suspended highways, didn’t say “post-apocalypse.” This was a working city. Bland, dirty and cold, but civilized, like they’d already had their apocalypse long ago and managed to rebuild from the ashes, using a handbook of Soviet architecture to do it.

“What do you think?” Caitlin asked. “Another pocket dimension?”

I wasn’t sure. It struck me that the Enemy was smart enough to mix up his defensive measures. The first book had been kept at his side, under his personal protection; he probably thought it was the safest of the three until we snatched it. The second had found a home in Noir York, using the unnatural laws of that world for protective coloration. It would have been easy for Fleiss to gather a cult around the book, a plan that only crumbled because the city decided they needed a little more drama in their lives.

So what would the Enemy do for his second encore? Something similar but different, I expected: a world hand-chosen, one not on his immediate burn path, with some kind of natural feature or advantage that lent itself to the job.

I scouted up ahead for a place to pull over. Multitasking wasn’t doing me any favors right now, and I’d see more if I didn’t have to keep my eyes on the road.

“Over there,” Caitlin said, pointing. There was an open spot at the curb down on the end of a block lined with palmetto trees, the scraggly palms clinging to life in muggy, humid air that smelled like rotten eggs. The wedge-end of the sidewalk was some kind of small open park.

A memorial statue stood there, and as I pulled up to the curb, my heart began to sink. I was starting to suspect I knew exactly where we were.

I hoped like hell that I was wrong.


Chapter Thirty


Ahot wind ruffled my hair as I jumped out of the Barracuda and circled around, climbing sandy beige steps to the open-air park. The suspended highway rumbled violently above my head, and beyond that one, even higher, another ribbon of road wound between the skyscrapers some thirty stories up. Boxy flying machines flitted through the swirling smog, the air shimmering around their burning thrusters and stark, glaring hazard lamps.

Looking up was a waste of my time. The answer I was avoiding was directly in front of me. Three figures stood upon bronze plinths, larger than life, clad in stylized armor that bulged and glittered like the metal carapaces of human-sized insects. Sleek, hard-edged wings spread out at their backs. The leader of the trio, in the middle and on a slightly higher plinth, didn’t wear a helmet.

I knew that face. I looked down to the inscription at the base of the statue.

Even in death, she watches over you.

Even in death, she watches you.

OBEY.

“That’s—” Caitlin started to say.

“Marie Reinhart.”

Marie Reinhart. The Knight, another unwilling participant in the endlessly repeating saga of the first story ever told. There were circumstances where I’d be happy to see her. This wasn’t one of them.

Caitlin’s fingertip traced her own cheek. “Ours didn’t have that scar.”

“This is bad,” I breathed. “I’m pretty sure this is her ‘Lady Martika’ incarnation. And that means there’s only one place we could be.”

“Overlord Earth,” Caitlin said.

The Knight was a package deal, a cosmic two-for-one bonus; where she walked, the Witch followed, the two of them bound together in an eternal dance. The Witch’s ambitions were shaped by the world she grew up in. When we knew her—as Nessa Roth, an anthropology professor from Chelsea—she was a dark wallflower, repressed but with a murderous imagination. She probably wouldn’t have acted on her impulses if she hadn’t been pushed into it by some very stupid, very dead people.

Nadia Fields, on the other hand, grew up in a world of urban decay, crime, cruelty, and poverty and—like the Witch always did, in any incarnation—decided to take that personally. I never met her face-to-face and what I learned about her, during and after the Wisdom’s Grave situation, came secondhand. What I knew was this: gifted with a mind for politics and a complete lack of anything resembling a moral compass, Nadia had placed this planet’s occult underground under her thumb before making a play for political and corporate power. She rode a wave of orchestrated scandals, assassinations, and coup attempts to the top, eventually crowning herself the planet’s Overlord, its undisputed dictator for life.

And the Enemy, for reasons unknown, had decided this techno-magical dystopia would be the perfect place to hide the third and final copy of his grimoire. It didn’t make any sense, and that worried me.

“So they’re working together?” Caitlin asked.

“Not a chance, and that’s the problem. Nadia’s clued-in. She knows what she really is, she knows about the First Story, and she knows how this game is played. Supporting the Enemy would mean supporting her own destruction. There’s nothing he could offer her.”

“We know that he had a brief alliance with the Network once, for as long as they both thought they could use each other,” Caitlin said. “Perhaps she doesn’t know who she’s really working with.”

I contemplated that. I stared at the statue’s face. So close to the flesh-and-blood woman I’d known, and so far away. It wasn’t the scar. There was an iciness in her sculpted eyes, an indifferent callousness I’d never seen in reality. The Marie I had known burned hot, not cold. A different flavor of rage.

“Same situation,” I said. “Nadia wouldn’t give safe harbor to the Network. She knows what they’re all about and, long-term, they always bite the hand that feeds. So this is my problem: we’re standing on a planet with advanced technology and equally advanced magic, all in the service of an authoritarian government that is both aware of, and on guard against, threats from other parallel Earths.”

I spread my open hands.

“Not to mention, Nadia’s not big on sharing power with anybody. If she found out the Enemy’s grimoire was here in her backyard, right under her nose—”

“She’d move worlds to get her hands on it,” Caitlin said. “No expense or trouble spared. Any way you slice it, picking this world for a hidey-hole, out of all the other possibilities…it’s deeply unwise.”

“Dumb as hell, and yet here we are. There has to be an angle. Something we’re not seeing. Something that justifies the risk.” I paused. “We can get help. Local help, if we play our cards right.”

“What did you have in mind?” she asked.

“Ezra Talon. The Salesman. Head of our world’s Talon Worldwide. When he was a kid, he got a care package from his counterpart in this reality, setting him up with the patents he’d need to strike it big and forge an empire out of interdimensional travel tech. Our Salesman is dead, but the local version might not be.”

“He won’t bat an eye at a pair of strangers in his office claiming to be travelers from another world,” Caitlin mused. “Considering his field of expertise, he knows it’s not just possible, it’s science fact. But will he be interested enough to hear us out, or will he turn us over to Nadia and her people? We aren’t exactly guaranteed a warm reception.”

“We’ll have to play it careful. On that note…” I looked her up and down. She was still too pale to be healthy, and the rents in her coat, the ragged and melted scraps caked in dried black blood, weren’t helping matters. “How are you holding up?”

“These wounds are nothing. Get me two hours of privacy and I can repair them. My outfit, on the other hand, is a lost cause. As for the rest—” She ducked her head, coughing into the crook of her arm, and sounded more congested than before. “I’m still capable of doing my job. For the time being.”

A quiet room with a locking door and a change of clothes. I could arrange that. First, though, I needed to raise some working capital.

***

“I’m sorry, excuse me, my fault, so sorry—”

I dusted off the guy’s business suit and adjusted his lapels until he practically pushed me away, giving me an irritated stare and disappearing into the crowd. It was a busy sidewalk; accidents happened.

I circled back to the parked car and slipped my prize, a fat black plastic billfold adorned with a corporate logo, through the window to Caitlin. Its companions sat, open and emptied, on the seat beside her. I had “accidentally” run into six people so far, using the distraction to dip my fingers, and came away with three wallets. Not a bad batting average, considering I was out of practice.

The local currency was glossy, colored like rust and emblazoned with holograms. Caitlin opened the fresh billfold and scooped out a handful of cash.

“Nice haul, pet. We might want to move to a different block. You’re pushing your luck on this one.”

To be a good pickpocket, you need nerves of steel and a featherlight touch. You also need to learn to listen to advice. We drove deeper into the city—Miami, judging from the newspaper kiosks, just not our Miami—but before I continued my one-man crime wave, I found a cozy-looking boutique. Hologram mannequins flickered in the windows, shifting through a set of poses and styles on an endless loop.

“Treat yourself,” I told Caitlin.

She shopped quickly and discreetly, and I ran interference with a couple of eager-to-help clerks until she disappeared into a changing room. She emerged transformed, wearing a cream-colored blazer over a silky blouse that shimmered like wet ice. Caitlin winced a little when she moved her shoulder—her acid burns still had to be mended once we stole a little time and privacy—but at least now she could move around in public without attracting the wrong kind of attention.

At the register, I decided to take a chance. I needed to see how things worked in this town and how much mileage we could get from the credit cards I’d lifted. I slid one across the counter, a turquoise rectangle of plastic bearing the painted image of a rippling starburst. The clerk responded by putting a small box in front of me, its screen cast in an expectant glow.

“Fingerprint authentication please, sir.”

“You know,” I said, as if something had just occurred to me, “I’m actually not sure my card payment went through yet. Let me give you cash instead.”

Okay, so the stolen cards were going to be worth exactly nothing. That was fine; we had a little paper to work with, and I could get more. Next priority was finding shelter. The sun was still riding high, a smear of golden light beyond the veil of smog, but I knew Caitlin had to be hurting more than she let on. I could get a roof over her head and leave her to do her meditation thing, healing her mortal body, while I went back out to bump a few more wallets.

Besides, squaring away shelter now instead of waiting for nightfall felt like a smart play, just in case we ran into complications. I didn’t know if this town had a curfew at night, but it felt like the kind of place that cleared the streets after sundown.

Shameful waste of a perfectly good Miami.

Cait tossed her burned and melted clothes into the trunk and we got back on the road. I gave a gimlet eye to a security camera mounted on a light pole, its eye turning to track us as I cruised up the block. The Overlord had created a surveillance state to cement her authority: cameras, secret police, informants, a vast sticky web designed to snare dissent and sniff out treason. The kind of circumstances that made life difficult for a professional thief.

All the same, the Enemy’s final book was here—for reasons that still made no sense to me, meaning I had to be missing a crucial clue—and I was going to snatch it, one way or another.


Chapter Thirty-One


Lodgings promised to be tricky. In our world, ID and a credit card, in case of damages to the room, were more or less mandatory outside of no-tell motels that charged by the hour. That was just good business. Throw in a dictatorship in full bloom and I’d be amazed if we got a room without a complete DNA scan and a criminal database check.

On one hand, we wouldn’t trip any flags for wanted suspects. On the other hand, we didn’t exist at all, not as legal citizens. If we got caught, the local authorities were going to want to have a word with us.

“I’m not looking to get tortured here,” I told Caitlin as I drove, scoping out the hotels downtown. “I can get tortured at home for free.”

“Coming clean and asking for help is still an option,” she replied, slouched against the passenger-side door. “Nadia isn’t our Witch, but she’s still a Witch, with the capital W. Nessa was able to listen to reason, most of the time. At least when it didn’t involve Marie.”

“She was also, from what I gathered, one of her nicer incarnations. And every version of the Witch gravitates to power. It’s what they do, it’s how they were written. If Nadia Fields finds out that the Enemy’s book is hidden here, on her planet, she’ll flip entire cities upside down to find it. But not to destroy it. She’ll try to control the thing, to suck it dry.”

Caitlin let out a bitter little sigh.

“Which could go horribly wrong in a dozen ways,” she conceded, “and work in our favor in exactly none of them.”

“The Enemy would know this,” I said, easing off the gas as a light ahead shifted from lime-green to amber. “Which brings me back to the mystery of why he’d pick this world, out of all the possibilities, as a stash spot. It’d be like…if I took the loot from a heist and stuffed it under an FBI agent’s porch. It might stay hidden there, if nobody looks, but there are about a billion safer, smarter places to choose from.”

The mystery had to keep while I took care of our immediate needs. I ruled out hotels that looked like part of big chains; chain businesses kept everything running by a strict book, and employees were incentivized to toe the line. A local business was a happier hunting ground when you needed a middleman to break a few rules. We settled on the Andromeda, a two-story boutique hotel down by the waterfront that looked like it had frozen sometime in the 1950s, with a pair of refurbished hot rods parked out front and a kitschy coat of aquamarine paint on its jutting balconies and hard-angled sign.

The afternoon air tasted like salt, and radio music echoed from the construction site across the boulevard, a marina in mid-repair. The sound of the street was son cubano glitch, Spanish guitars bathed in fuzz and stutter-stop digital percussion. We breezed into the lobby. Could have been any lobby in any tourist trap back home, from the grainy television set mounted on brackets high in the corner behind the check-in desk, to the rack of brochures for Miami’s finest museums and cultural tours. The TV was showing some kind of billiards tournament, but the local tables had an oily, slick-looking surface instead of the traditional green felt, and the balls cracked and echoed like they were made of hollow steel.

The desk clerk was a messy schlub in a pale blue Hawaiian shirt that blended with the paint job. I gave him a smile and nodded back over my shoulder.

“Like to get a room for myself and my lady. One night, nothing fancy. Would prefer the second floor, if you’ve got any vacancies.”

He leaned to one side, checking something under the counter.

“Sure,” he said. “Twenty-eight’s clean and ready. Just need a hundred and twenty for the night, plus either your work authorization or citizenship stamp and a card to keep on file for security.”

This was the tricky part. I was counting off stolen cash to pay for the room and kept counting, laying an extra three twenty-dollar bills on the faded laminate of the desk. I leaned in a little. I’d already checked the room for obvious security cameras—that was the first thing I did when I walked into any room, out of force of habit, before looking for alternate exits—but I cast a conspiratorial look over my shoulder just to drive it home.

“I was hoping we could pay the deposit in cash. Keeps things tidy, you know?”

He looked away, then down. All of a sudden he couldn’t make eye contact. That was bad. He was staring at the cash, though. That was better.

“That’s…against hotel policy,” he said. “Also, collecting and recording every guest’s ID is required by law.”

“Sure, sure, rules are rules, I understand. But…”

I’d read somewhere that when you say the word “but,” it automatically negates everything you’ve said up to that point. I gave the word a second to breathe between us, while I added another twenty to the growing stack on the counter.

“…but then our info is in the computer, and who trusts computers, am I right? Plus,” I added, lowering my voice, “the lady and I are married, but not to each other. Get the idea? It’d be good if nobody knew we were ever here. Fewer headaches for everyone involved, including you.”

“My husband is a higher-up at the ministry,” Caitlin added. She didn’t bother specifying which ministry, trusting the desk clerk’s imagination to fill in the blanks. “He has an ongoing alert set up to catch my ID or credit card getting flagged, so he can keep tabs on me. If I checked in here, on the record, it would lead to an unpleasant situation.”

“So how about this instead?” I added one last twenty, getting down to the dregs of our stolen cash. “Just hang on to the cash, give us the key for room twenty-eight, and forget we had this conversation. Keep it marked as vacant. We’ll be out of your hair by breakfast time tomorrow, no fuss, no trouble.”

I put my index finger on the stack of bills and gave it a little push, over to his side of the desk.

“And as a thank-you for accommodating us, seeing as the room was never actually, on the record, rented out, you get to pocket both the fee and the security deposit. Think of it like a surprise bonus. And you work hard, don’t you? Long hours, low pay…you deserve this money.”

His throat worked, swallowing hard. Then he reached for the cash, hesitated, pushed through the last wall holding him back and curled his fingers around the rumpled bills.

“Cleaner’s key,” he said, placing an aquamarine-colored key card on the edge of the desk. “I must have forgot to put it away. I’m, uh…I’ve gotta check on something. Back there.”

He vanished through a door behind the desk, shutting it firmly behind him, leaving us alone with the television set. On the screen, a winning shot drew a smatter of polite applause. I took the key, brandishing it between thumb and forefinger, and winked at Cait.

“Governments change, cultures change, worlds change. Human nature doesn’t. Let’s get you someplace comfy to rest up and heal.”

She coughed, hoarse, as we climbed a winding flight of bare concrete steps to the second floor. This world wasn’t agreeing with her any more than the last one had, too distant from whatever magical radiation demonkind depended on for survival. I thought about Canton’s pocket watch, nestled in my backpack and keeping the two books asleep. I could use it on her, keep her in stasis and stop the disease from advancing, but not without releasing the books. Obviously not an option. Even if I were that desperate, Caitlin would stop me in a heartbeat. Her priorities were always more rational than mine.

“You know, I can handle this last leg myself,” I told her as we approached the door at the end of the hall. “We could send you back home before…before things get any worse.”

“You saw the battery lights, pet. There’s enough fuel in the portal gun for one more shot. Just one, assuming it doesn’t simply overheat and die.”

“So I steal the third book, burn all three, then figure out another way back. We know that this world’s version of Talon Worldwide invented the portal tech that ours iterated and improved on. If anyone can figure out how to juice that battery—”

“Or you could end up in an interrogation cell while the Overlord’s people wring every last scrap of information out of you before dispatching you with a bullet to the back of the head.” Caitlin snatched the key card from my hand, twirled it in her fingers, and pressed it to the black pad mounted over the stainless-steel doorknob. It clicked and chimed. “I understand you’re worried about me, and I appreciate that. But this isn’t a one-person task. Besides, you’re forgetting something very important.”

Voices greeted us as the door swung open, my stomach going tight. Wrong room? Cleaning staff still at work? I scrambled to come up with an excuse until I realized that the sound was from a wall-mounted television set across from a queen-size bed draped under a deep blue quilt, a shade darker than the turquoise carpet. Light streamed in through the balcony doors, the tiny outcropping looking out over the dusty, congested street below.

“Good afternoon, Loyalist America!” cooed an anchorwoman on the screen, wearing a pantsuit made of glossy PVC. “You’re watching State Unlimited News, I’m Petra Harpsichord, and we’re here to bring you the caffeinated truth.”

“Waste of electricity and brain cells,” I murmured, scooping up the remote control on the nightstand. When I tried to turn the set off, though, stark words in bright yellow block letters filled the screen.

Under the Smart Traveler Act, SUN broadcasting is mandatory in rental lodgings during all daylight hours. Attempting to disconnect this screen is a felony. Enjoy this complimentary feed, and stay informed!

“I really should have seen that coming.” I tapped the volume control, but it only dropped down to a three out of ten, refusing to go silent.

“It’s fine.” Caitlin had already shrugged off her new blazer, hanging it in the tiny closet, and was unbuttoning her blouse as she climbed onto the bed. “We should probably get the lay of the land, and even a state-sanitized version can tell us something useful. The secrets are in what they talk around, all the things they don’t say. Remember, my sister works for one of hell’s biggest broadcasting studios. Knowing how to parse propaganda is a skill I learned early and well.”

“Fair enough. Will you be able to…do your thing with the distraction, though?”

I winced as she peeled her new blouse off. Her forearm and shoulder had stopped bleeding, at least, but Roach’s acid had melted her flesh down to expose charred muscle and glints of bone.

She caught my expression and smiled, gentle.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” she said, “though I know you’ve been angsting about it since we made the jump. Which is sweet of you. Just give me two hours, uninterrupted. I can manage with the television, but beyond that I’ve got to muster some intense focus to rebuild this body properly.”

I’d seen her do it before. An incarnate demon’s body was made of star-stuff and forged by sheer willpower and concentration; repairing damage was just the same process, focused. Even hijacker demons could do that trick, though Emma had been in possession of my old, near-dead body for months now, taking her sweet time repairing it and getting it ready for reoccupancy.

I was pretty sure she’d already finished the job weeks ago and was dragging her heels because she was having fun running around Vegas while impersonating me. As long as I got it back without any weird diseases or addictions, or anyone stalking me with a paternity suit, it was all fair play. I leaned in for a kiss, light, quick, and placed the remote control on the mattress next to her as she folded her legs, sitting in the lotus position.

“Two hours,” I said. “I’ll bring us back something to eat. But getting this room cost almost the entire nest egg and we’re probably going to need more cash to throw around, so first I’m going to steal some shit.”

“Don’t get caught,” she told me.

Halfway to the door, I shook my head and let out a dramatic sigh.

“Don’t open the radioactive containers, don’t get followed, don’t get busted picking pockets,” I said, pretending to be peeved. “I swear, everybody’s telling me my business lately. I am a professional, you know.”

“Expressions of concern are my love language.”

“I thought violence was your love language.”

“That too,” she said.


Chapter Thirty-Two


Ileft Caitlin to do her thing and set off into the urban tangle alone. I always wanted her with me, no question, but I still enjoyed doing recon on my own. It reminded me of the old days, before everything got so complicated. Nothing but a hunger in my belly, a challenge to face, and a score to take. Simple.

Of course, back in the day, said “score” was usually a bunch of tools I could resell at a flea market, and the challenge was just a locked door or two and a night watchman to dodge. Now I was standing on alien soil—literally—walking down a boulevard lined with brutalist stone hives as traffic rumbled by on a winding ribbon of road far above my head and flying buses thundered in for landings on rooftop pads. In my world, bus shelters had posters displayed under clear plastic frames. Here, the ads at street level were animated on LED screens and unpleasantly interactive.

“Hey! Hey you, buddy!”

I turned my head, alarmed. The man calling out to me stood on a screen, waving his hand to catch my attention.

“You look like you could use a pick-me-up.” A trio of bars in glossy white wrappers appeared in his hand, fanned out like playing cards. “And nothing satisfies like official Triumph-brand meal bars! Overlord-approved, our proprietary formula includes both real artificial chocolate product and real artificial raisins!”

“So, is that ‘real artificial’ as opposed to ‘fake artificial’—”

“Don’t talk to it,” groaned an elderly woman sitting on the bus shelter bench, a heavy-looking tote in her lap. “My bus is running behind schedule, and I finally ignored the thing long enough to make it shut up.”

“Know what turns wait time into fun time?” the advertisement asked. “Crunching into the extraordinary flavor of a Triumph-brand meal bar!”

I mouthed an apology and ducked my head as I walked on by.

The downtown sprawl spread and opened wide, the endless crowds funneling me into a canyon that reminded me of Times Square. The streets here were pedestrian-only, an open-air mall lined with pushcart vendors and peddlers selling knockoff “designer” handbags from folding card tables. The air smelled like hot dogs and sweat. A black drone about the size of a terrier buzzed overhead, spinning as it flew, the dark eye of a mounted camera sweeping the faces below. I put my head down and kept walking, hoping the sheer number of people would keep me under the radar.

Once it passed, I started scoping out targets. Building up some operating capital wouldn’t be too hard here, and I had an unexpected accomplice: the entire facade of a twenty-floor tower, standing right in the middle of the concrete valley, was dominated by a vast video wall. State Unlimited News, its orange rising-sun logo plastered in the corner of the screen, was giving the latest scoops via pole-mounted speakers, the perky hostess utterly inescapable. More than a few locals walked with their faces lifted high, focused more on the mammoth TV than the pavement in front of them. Easy pickings.

I bumped into a well-dressed man and lifted his wallet while I apologized, then disappeared into the crowd before he had a chance to realize anything was missing. The prize went into my back pocket, to remain unopened until I returned to the hotel room. As the old song went, you never counted your chips while you were sitting at the poker table. I was lining up my second mark when the news cut to a commercial break.

“Tonight: it’s all-out rivalry at Mercy General, as Chardonnay and Tequila clash over their shared desire for Dr. Steamy. Meanwhile, realizing her new lover holds terrorist ties, Jade must choose between duty…and desire. It’s all here on Sexy Nurses in Danger, at eight p.m.!”

That was worth another wallet, easy. The sight of a busty, bleach-blond nurse in a white lace bustier and panties, brandishing a gun, demanded the attention of more than a few eyeballs in my immediate vicinity. I added a billfold to my back-pocket stash and almost went for another but decided not to get greedy. The commercial was almost over.

What came next changed everything.

The video wall shifted to an outside aerial shot of a cathedral. It had to be some relic of an older world. While the skyscrapers all around me were stark, unadorned, water-stained, and gray, built for utility over style, the cathedral was an ornate castle of hand-carved stone with crenellations, perching gargoyles, and intricate stained-glass windows in every arch. It was only three stories tall, almost comically small compared to the giant towers surrounding it, and ringed by a tall wrought-iron fence. It was like the powers that ran this place had banished the past, razing it to make room for the new, all save for this one perfectly square block of real estate.

“The House of Truth,” a woman’s voice said over the mounted speakers, tinged with the crisp edges of a posh British accent. “For three generations, patriotic citizens have flocked to the Miami coast to live, laugh, love, and learn, to celebrate our rich heritage and honor our wise leaders.”

I knew that voice. Pinpricks of sweat on the small of my back, born from the tight crowd and the Florida heat, turned to ice. It felt like a skeletal hand sweeping down my spine, stealing my breath away. I found a spot in a doorway, out of the flow of foot traffic, to stare up at the screen.

The scene shifted, and Ms. Fleiss—fifty feet tall, larger than life—seemed like she was staring straight at me. She had traded her usual business wardrobe for the raiments of a priest, ivory white with a black tab collar at her throat, and a beatific smile. The stained-glass window at her shoulder, just barely in focus and captured purposefully by the camera, depicted a woman with a steel hand rising from a burning pit and ascending to the painted clouds above. The Overlord, harrowing hell.

“Hello, Miami,” she said. “It’s been too long since I had the opportunity to address you personally like this. I am the Reverend Hildegard Fleiss, Executive of Motivation for the Ministry of Truth and personal counselor to the Overlord.”

“Oh, fuck me,” I breathed.

“Secretary Fields freed us, long ago, from the shackles and lies of organized religion,” Fleiss said. “She tore down the old churches and temples and replaced them with truth. Not merely her truth, but our truth, as a people united. You all know this book.”

She held up a heavy tome, the hard cover worn at the corners, gilded lettering almost entirely scratched away from the faded front and worn spine. It glowed. Even through the screen, I could feel the thing seething, like a pet cat that didn’t want to be held and was debating between using its claws or its teeth.

“The Collected Wisdom of the Overlord. Her guide to a bountiful and patriotic life well lived. But this copy…is special. This is the original, the first ever off the press, signed by Secretary Fields’s own hand. Normally this book stays under lock and key in the presidential palace, but for three days only, it is my great honor to present it for public viewing in Miami, at the first House of Truth ever built.”

I was still trying to put the pieces together, to pierce through the bullshit and figure out the scam lurking beneath the surface. I knew one thing for certain: the Enemy’s grimoire took on protective coloration wherever it went, and on this world, it had chosen the perfect, government-approved handbook to imitate. Whatever wisdom nestled between those covers, it had nothing to do with Nadia Fields.

“Three days.” It still felt like she was locking eyes with me through the screen. “Three days of opportunity, to demonstrate your loyalty, to learn, and to grow alongside your fellow citizens. Won’t you come and join me?”

Her image faded, dissolving into another aerial shot of the cathedral.

“Consider this a formal invitation,” Fleiss said in voice-over. “And I cannot wait to greet you. Personally.”

The news broadcast returned, talking about some vast construction initiative, the screen displaying shots of mammoth machines and swinging cranes in the heart of a wasteland. I couldn’t parse the words, trapped somewhere around five seconds ago.

I checked the time. I needed to give Caitlin another hour. Fine. As much as I wanted to streak back to the hotel and tell her what I’d just seen, I had to noodle it over first. I tried to live the same principle I managed my crew by: if you bring me a problem, at least attempt to bring me a solution along with it.

Picking pockets anchored me. The routines I’d been practicing since I was a teenager, the comfort of muscle memory and competency, the little buzz of adrenaline in the moment of truth, all kept me in my element and on an even keel. Besides, we were definitely going to need more cash.

I was starting to suspect that I knew exactly what Fleiss was up to. And if I was right, the third and final leg of our heist tour had just become infinitely more dangerous. I felt selfish about it, but I was glad Caitlin had refused to let me send her home. For this job, I was going to need all the help I could possibly get.


Chapter Thirty-Three


Iknocked three times, then twice. Caitlin opened the hotel room door, grabbed my wrist, and pulled me inside.

“I saw,” she said with a nod to the mandatory television set, twisting the deadbolt on the door. I’d caught her at the tail of her transformation. She hadn’t put her blouse back on yet, and a long strip of her shoulder, curling like a snake along the contour of her bra strap, had evolved from a bloody ruin to soft, bright, brand-new baby-pink skin.

“We were supposed to,” I said. “She’s calling us out.”

“A move of dubious tactical value. Either that book of ‘collected wisdom’ is the Enemy’s grimoire in disguise, or she very much wants us to think that it is. Why bother? She beat us to the punch. All she has to do is take it somewhere far away from here, wait for it to spawn new copies, and hide them again. We’ll be back to square one and everything we’ve done since Seattle will have been for nothing.”

I paced the blue carpet, tip of a finger to my lips, and gave my perspective a spin. Painful to admit it, but Fleiss had done the smart thing here. She had traced us to Noir York, but instead of hunting us there, she got ahead of the problem.

“Duke Ellery was supposed to sit on the second copy until she got back to reclaim it,” I reasoned, thinking back to his instant obsession with the comic, how it had talked to him instead of blasting him into the nether. “It sounded like she used some kind of local cult to safeguard it before. If anything, Ellery and his gang were a security upgrade.”

Caitlin nodded, reaching for her blouse. “But she didn’t make the rendezvous. She came here instead, to lock down the third copy before we could even arrive. Again, that means she won. Why stick around and advertise it on state television?”

Now I saw it. The answer laid bare if I flipped the story around and tried to see it from her point of view.

“Because she doesn’t know she won. She suspects, she hopes, but consider everything she and her boss don’t know. Until recently, the Enemy’s book was untouchable. The one time we tried, I barely made it back to my own life with my mind intact. They had no reason to think we’d ever try that stunt again, and even less reason to assume we’d actually find a way to pull it off. Then boom. First copy gets swiped right from his personal desk. It’s supposed to defend itself. But it doesn’t. No explanation, no clue.”

“Because he doesn’t know about Canton’s watch,” Caitlin mused. “Or if he does, as far as he knows, it was stolen by Naavarasi along with the rest of the relics. It’s an off-kilter solution to the problem in the first place, and one of our few advantages is that the Enemy isn’t very imaginative.”

“So we figured out a way, and he doesn’t know how. That’s going to scare him, but not too much. He’s still got backups, and as far as he knows—as far as he knew, until tonight—we’ve got no idea where to find them and no way to reach them.”

“Because he also doesn’t know about the clues Carolyn left for us. Or, for that matter, that we’d work out an alliance with Vigilant Lock and the remnants of Talon’s engineering corps.”

I felt a wolfish grin rising to my lips. I’d been despondent for a hot second, thinking our job had gone down in flames, but hope hadn’t walked out on us just yet.

“So,” I said, “he sends Fleiss to gather up the other two copies or at least check on them, just to be safe. She’s a Cutting Knife; interdimensional travel for her is like walking down to the corner store. Not a big ask. First thing she finds out is that her former cult is permanently out of business thanks to the East Side Mob. Nothing to do with us, just the law of drama kicking in.”

Caitlin buttoned her blouse, taking that in.

“But here we are in the mix,” she said. “And she’s already losing control. Daddy’s not going to like that. She’s desperate. Has to think fast. You’re right; she came here as quick as she could to get her hands on the final copy, just for safety’s sake. She may not even know that we nipped the second book right out of Ellery’s hands. Not yet, anyway. But that does circle back to my original question: why stick around?”

I stopped pacing. I held up a finger, my smile growing a notch. “From Fleiss and the Enemy’s perspective, we’ve got a way of neutralizing his security…but they don’t know how. We can travel across worlds…but they don’t know how. Now, we pulled off most of this with a little ingenuity and a lot of help from our friends—not to mention an entire multiverse that’s increasingly sick of the Enemy’s shit and wants him gone—but as far as they’re concerned, our offensive game just got a monstrous upgrade. They’ll want to know how we did it. No. They’ll need to find out how we did it.”

“Because otherwise,” Caitlin said, following my logic, “relocating the books might just be a Band-Aid. We might be able to follow Fleiss anywhere, then swoop in and steal them all over again.”

“You got it. Now, in reality? No. She’s got us bent over a barrel. One shot left in the portal device, no way to chase her, and Canton’s watch won’t hold forever. All Fleiss has to do is take that last book to another planet, any other planet, stuff it under a rock in the middle of nowhere and we’re screwed. But as long as she doesn’t figure that out, she’s going to stick around here for a few days. That commercial wasn’t just calling us out. She’s leading us straight into a trap.”

“A trap baited by the one thing we absolutely need and can’t leave without.”

“Yeah, well,” I said, “it’s not all good news.”

***

Beset by uncertainty, we did the only thing we could do in such trying times.

We went to church.

Actually I suspected calling it a church out loud would get me some serious side-eye or possibly prison time. A pair of proud hologram pillars rose to flank the antique cherry-wood doors of the old cathedral, rippling as they depicted a black flag with golden stars framing a clenched silver fist. A growing crowd milled around the steps, waiting for late-afternoon service to begin. Through the throng I caught a glimpse of words projected upon the faded chalky stone, a laser-etched reminder for all pilgrims who passed this way.

All that can be known is or will be known. Truth is truth. Faith is a lie.

“Seems a little reductive,” I murmured.

Caitlin pinched the back of my neck. Okay, fair. There were places to question the local dogma, and standing in front of the Overlord’s ego palace probably wasn’t one of them. I scoped out the crowd. Not many commonalities in the pack, a range of ages and incomes, badly stitched Sunday suits mixing with logo-emblazoned coveralls that looked like they were made from recycled paper. A few of the locals had their outfits so plastered with advertisements, gaudy walking billboards slapped on without rhyme or reason, that they reminded me of F1 race cars.

Their eyes told a more interesting story. Not much in the way of spiritual wonder or zeal on display, more like a dentist’s waiting room, and nearly everyone in sight was booked for a root canal. They shuffled in place, forming loose lines around the steps, waiting, gazes flicking between watches and the cathedral rafters.

I expected to see security cameras up there. Instead, symbolism took over. Frozen gargoyles forged from polished chrome perched in the eaves, winged and sharp-toothed, with curled and segmented tails like metal whips.

“See the eyes?” Caitlin whispered.

From down on the street the metal statues’ eyes seemed to glitter, like pools of black diamonds.

“Surveillance,” I replied, keeping my voice and my head down. “Video at least. Probably won’t be able to pick up audio, not with all this crowd noise, but let’s be careful anyway.”

I didn’t like standing out on this open sidewalk, too vulnerable by far, but I liked what I saw at the cathedral doors even less.

“Damn,” I breathed. “We’re not getting in this way.”

Caitlin craned her neck, eyes narrowing. A pair of bouncers in pale gray suits, silk scarves around their shoulders bearing the clenched fist of the Overlord, were going over each parishioner’s paperwork with a hand scanner before waving them inside.

“Rare to see that kind of security for a church,” she said. “Motivational center. Whatever they call it. I thought Fleiss wanted us to try and break in.”

“Don’t think it’s security, as such. More like an attendance check-in. They want to keep track of which citizens are displaying appropriate levels of patriotism.”

I kept watching for another few seconds, long as I dared. The bouncers weren’t running any kind of fingerprint checks or biometrics, just scanning cards and work stamps, electronic beeps filling the air while they kept the line moving at a brisk pace. We might be able to slip around that. All the same, with Fleiss on the scene and ready for us, the front door felt like a losing proposition.

“Let’s head up to the corner and get a look at the side of the building,” I said.

I caught the aroma of rich, meaty spices on the afternoon breeze, and my stomach grumbled. A food truck sat parked at the curb on the corner, its body more rust than steel, with a flowery sixties tie-dye-style paint job advertising Camus Brothers Burritos and More.

This was more than a conversation between my empty belly and the mingled smells of fresh-roasted barbacoa and corn: my street senses were on edge, and it wasn’t hard to figure out why. For starters, they weren’t doing much business despite the size of the waiting crowd. I figured the cathedral wasn’t big on bringing your own snacks inside. So why post up now when the real money was going to be after the mass, with everyone on their way out and eager to eat?

The cook in the truck window wore a prosthesis over one eye, a big bulky chunk of beige plastic that curled around the side of his skull, grafted to angry, inflamed skin. His other eye, bloodshot, stayed fixed on the throng milling around the church steps. Not like an honest man looking to make a sale. He was casing the place, same as us.


Chapter Thirty-Four


“Hold up a second,” I said to Caitlin, leaning close. “Food truck, ten o’clock.”

“Hard to miss,” she said in a low voice. Her shoulder brushed lightly against mine as she held the paisley-painted truck in the corner of her eye. “Faintly crackling with some kind of residual power. Fading, barely there now, but there used to be a formidable enchantment on that vehicle.”

I picked up on it too, but my psychic senses spoke in riddles. Flavors I could taste, numbers I could hear. I got the gist of it like a snatch of chorus from a long-forgotten pop hit, a few key notes triggering an avalanche of recognition.

“Classic ‘don’t notice me’ ward,” I said. “Very expensive, very tricky, very useful for—let’s say, just an example—a surveillance van in disguise. Old and faded spellwork, down to its last sparks. Either the cook in the window isn’t a magician and doesn’t know his shield is defective, or he can’t afford to get it fixed. In no situation, though, is that a spell you’d ever place on a legitimate food truck. The whole point is to get people to notice you.”

Caitlin narrowed her eyes. A stray ember of copper light danced around one of her irises before flickering out.

“The local secret police, then? We’d best get out of sight before he decides to find us interesting.”

Maybe, but I wasn’t ready to jump to any conclusions just yet. The side door of the truck rattled open and another man hopped down to the black pavement, clad in a greasy smock with his mussy mane pinned under a hairnet. A small stack of flyers jutted from the pocket of his apron and as he slipped into the crowd, it would have been easy to mistake him for an entrepreneur, passing out ads to drum up business.

Not everybody got a flyer, though. In fact, most people didn’t. He was beyond selective, studying each face before passing them by or nervously pressing a folded paper into their hands, giving a nod before moving along.

I told Cait to wait for me and slipped into the crowd, angling to put myself square in the man’s path. I made careful note of the people he picked to receive a flyer; they shared a certain tense body language, hard eyes, the kind of folks who didn’t want to be here and were long past pretending otherwise. I mimicked their stance and when he got close, I made fleeting eye contact. Not long enough to be risky, just a second or so of silent connection, projecting my dissent.

A flyer slid into my left hand, the grease-spotted paper slick against my fingers, and he moved on without a word.

I faded back, rejoining Caitlin, and we moved up to the corner before I unfurled my prize. The top of the flyer looked like any menu, weirdly, though, not for the Camus Brothers food truck: it was an ad for a Chinese restaurant, complete with poorly copied and off-colored pictures of fried rice and chicken with broccoli. Legitimate enough that most people wouldn’t give it a second glance, but then I kept reading.

You have nothing to lose but your chains, read minuscule text disguised as food descriptions. The Overlord’s regime is corrupt and weak. Now is the time to rise up—

“Not the secret police.” I folded the flyer and stuffed it in my pocket, quick. It felt distinctly unhealthy to get caught with one. “Other side, actually. C’mon, this isn’t the kind of trouble we need right now.”

“Pet,” Caitlin said, her voice sharp. She squeezed my hand and nodded up toward the cathedral arches. She didn’t need to. I felt the jolt, same as her: a starburst of sudden magic, like a genie crawling from his bottle in a flood of smoke. A sleeper, awakening.

One of the chrome gargoyles slowly turned its head, neck softly clacking on bending, overlapping rings of polished metal. Its gleaming fangs caught the sunlight. Then, with a crack of wind that turned everyone’s eyes skyward, the gargoyle unfurled its wings and gave them a mighty flap while it swelled to its full height, clawed feet clinging to the weathered stone.

Everyone knew what was up. Like gazelles at a watering hole, smelling the approach of a lion, they started to scatter. A murmur rose up along with pointing fingers as the crowd nervously spread out, easing away from the man in the hairnet, instinctively sensing him as the odd one out. Shunning him, lest they catch his disease.

“Oh no,” he said, staring up at the metallic beast, jamming his flyers into his apron pocket as he started to backpedal. “No, no, no—”

Then it shrieked, the scream of a wildcat played on a fuzzy electric guitar, and dove.

The gargoyle plummeted from the arches, a plunging missile, reflected sunlight burning in its folded-back wings. I was still weighing my options—deciding if I should do anything at all, and this felt like the worst possible moment to play the hero—when it hit the guy at full speed and tackled him to the pavement. Bones snapped, crackling like dry wood, and the cough of an engine turned my head. The food truck’s taillights ignited scarlet and then it lurched into traffic, the driver leaving his rebel buddy for dead.

I didn’t approve, but I understood the reflex. Hairnet was flat on his back, convulsing and screaming, one of his shoulders twisted at an inhuman angle and blood seeping through his greasy smock like a wine spill. The gargoyle was seven feet tall, razored claws dragging under the man’s chin and drawing long, thin crimson streaks. It let out a clicking, rumbling noise that sounded, for the life of me, like a mechanical purr. I caught my own reflection in the sweep of a chrome wing. The beast perched on the squirming man’s chest, LED eyes glowing, drawing out the moment.

I thought at first it might be some kind of catch-and-restrain protocol, like it was holding him until the human cops showed up. I was thinking too mercifully. The gargoyle raised one hand, its interlocking armored plates sliding and telescoping gracefully with a faint hiss. A pair of tendrils slid from its mirrored palm, like a metallic sea anemone.

Then they began to spin, whirring, like the blades of a Cuisinart.

Hairnet had just enough time to start begging, wheezing out a plea between ragged wet coughs, before the gargoyle pressed its palm to his chest. He instantly began to buck wildly, his ankles thrumming on the sidewalk as his fists pounded themselves into bruised paste. He arched his back and vomited blood, a gout spattering the gargoyle’s face, painting its metallic fangs.

Caitlin gently took my shoulder, easing me away from the scene.

“Reminds me of back home,” she said softly.

“I wasn’t in hell for long,” I said, “but somehow I missed the robot gargoyles.”

“Not that. The spectacle. See how the people on the outskirts of the crowd are already walking away, like nothing strange is going on? Emulate that. Those are survivors. Being startled draws the wrong kind of attention. Worse, you might seem sympathetic.”

The rebel’s last scream died in mid-breath. The gargoyle pulled its hand away and raised it high, drooping tendrils running with heart blood. They slid back into the creature’s palm with a wet-noodle slurp.

“Man was just exercising what I would call his first-amendment rights, not that they have that here, and he got a weed-whacker through the chest for his trouble,” I said. “Call me crazy, but yeah, I do feel a little compassion over it.”

“Bury that emotion. The method—the cruelty and the fear—is the point. Could have accomplished the same thing with some plainclothes officers or a turret, but they chose to embody justice in the form of a monster.”

Caitlin nodded toward the ragged corpse on the sidewalk. The gargoyle let out another distorted-note shriek before flapping its wings and launching skyward, flying back up to its perch overlooking the cathedral steps.

“It’s not a message for the dead man,” she said. “It’s a message for everyone else. Toe the line, or you’re next.”

***

I didn’t want any part of this. We were here to steal a book and get gone, period, not to get involved in the friction between an authoritarian state and a friendly neighborhood resistance cell. Hell, I couldn’t figure out how to solve political problems on my own world, in my own city, and I actually had a little bit of juice there. Thinking I could do any good here, on a strange world I’d just set foot on for the first time, was the height of hubris.

“All the same,” I told Caitlin as I drove us around in slow circles, “I’m thinking we might need some rebels on our side.”

“They didn’t seem very effective,” she pointed out.

Not wrong, and I didn’t have anything nice to say about the driver of that food truck. I didn’t live by a whole lot of rules, but “never leave a buddy behind unless there’s no other choice” was a pretty big one.

And that was exactly the issue.

“The driver saw that gargoyle drop and decided it was a lost cause,” I said. “I’m looking down my nose at his life choices, but to be honest…I have no idea what that thing was, beyond some kind of techno-magical hybrid, or what it would take to kill it. Or if it can be killed.”

“Meaning,” Caitlin said, “he might not have fled in fear. It’s entirely possible that he wasn’t capable of rescuing his ally, and he knew it.”

I flexed my hands on the wheel.

“Information,” I said. “We’re lacking it. The local rebels have it. Before we set foot in that cathedral, we need everything they’ve got. Normally I’d spend days, even weeks plotting out a score this big, and that’s not even accounting for the fact that Fleiss is expecting us.”

The Chinese restaurant splashed across the top of the “menu” was the obvious first place to check. Also our first roadblock. The address led us to a shoe store, and a clerk assured me that it had been a shoe store for at least a decade. At loose ends, I started canvassing pushcart vendors and food trucks around the downtown sprawl, asking if anyone had ever heard of Camus Brothers Burritos and More. Again, nothing but blank looks and shaking heads. I did get a greasy tray of tacos on fluffy flour tortillas, stuffed to bursting with peppers and beef strips just a little too spongy to be real, and we ate on the go. Caitlin pored over the flyer while I drove.

“Fascinating. There’s a bit of an intelligence test buried amid the propaganda. Did you notice how they hid the text of the screed in the food descriptions and left the dish names and prices intact?”

“Sure,” I said. “Pretty clever. Anyone just giving it a casual glance won’t even notice it’s not really a menu.”

“I thought the prices were random, but I noticed a repeating string here, and the decimal spots aren’t consistent, sometimes two, sometimes three.” She dragged a plum-painted fingernail down the page. “‘Your brothers and sisters wait for you to answer the call. Our work begins with the dawning of spring, and the password is freedom.’”

“That’s…poetic,” I said.

“That’s a clue. The irregular numbers don’t start until midway down the menu, next to a listing for ‘spring rolls’ which, inexplicably, isn’t included with the appetizers.”

She looked up from the menu and gave me a toothy smile.

“I’m fairly certain that these numbers, strung together in the right sequence, are an Internet address.”

“If the password is literally ‘freedom,’” I said, “I’m going to have a chat with these geniuses about operational security.”


Chapter Thirty-Five


Ihad feared the worst, but the libraries of Miami hadn’t gone out of business. There were more around than I expected, really, and the first one we visited was built like a modern auditorium, tall and sleek with posts and exposed rafters of Plasticine beechwood. The entrance curved forward over the arched front doors like the beak of a hawk.

Posters lined the foyer, the warm Norman Rockwell-style art clashing with the stark messages. “‘Literacy is mandatory,’” I read aloud, eyeing the image of a librarian handing books to a pair of wide-eyed tykes. “‘It is the duty of all loyal citizens to better themselves, for the service of all. The Ministry of Education has opportunities available in your district today.’ Huh. Honestly, given the general vibes around here, I was kind of expecting ‘reading is punishable by death.’”

Caitlin leaned in at my shoulder, her voice a low purr.

“The Overlord may be a variation on an eternal theme, one jarring note in a symphony, but she’s still our Nessa in certain crucial ways.”

“College professor,” I said.

Caitlin shrugged. “And she’s taken custody of a very large classroom. Shall we?”

We split up to explore for a few minutes and soak up the local culture. Mostly I just got a feel for this place’s strange flavor of technocracy. The sciences were well represented, walls of glistening plastic-jacketed hardcovers featuring everything from aviation to advanced calculus. The humanities were a different story. They had manuals of grammar, but no literary criticism. The closest were fifty-odd books, each with a matching beige spine, offering “The Approved Reading.” The Approved Reading of the Pythagorean Doctrines, the Approved Reading of the Western Coalition Constitution…

I found Caitlin in the next aisle, thumbing through a lurid paperback. The Overlord Exposed: Secrets the Ministry Doesn’t Want You to Know!

“Is that…allowed?” I asked.

She quirked a smile and riffled through the pages.

“Despite the cover, a prominent stamp on the inner fold assured me that yes, ‘this document has been approved for mass consumption.’ According to this, the ‘secrets’ are mainly that the Overlord is an extremely nice, warm-hearted person who loves orphans and puppies and is even more deserving of our trust and adoration than we might have expected.”

“Shocking,” I said.

“A scandal for the ages, but this isn’t getting us any closer to finding our rebels. Shall we?”

Long rows of pristine pale wood carrels, each with a bulky white plastic computer at the ready, offered a little hope…gone just as quick when I spotted the ubiquitous fingerprint readers alongside each keyboard. A quick glance at the library rules clarified the situation: access to the Internet required both a membership card in good standing as well as biometric verification.

“So they can make sure nobody’s accessing websites they shouldn’t,” I whispered.

“Such as.” Caitlin held up the folded “menu” and sighed. “And our phones are useless, obviously. We don’t have service accounts on this planet, not that their operating systems would be able to connect to an alien network anyway. I’m not seeing a way to get online without buying a new device.”

“Which, I’m certain, also requires ID that we don’t have.”

“Ideas?” she asked.

“Not any good ones, but when it comes to finding my footing in a strange place, libraries are one of my top two destinations.”

“And the other?”

“Bars,” I said. “Not the nice kind. The shitty ones where people drink too much and talk too much and don’t have a lot to lose. Let’s go get a buzz on.”

***

Cultures change but people are people and sometimes, in the heart of a foreign land, you can still find familiar footing. I found mine on a barstool under a cheap string of colorful paper lanterns, the shabby tiki-room decor reminding me of the Tiger’s Garden back home. Main difference being that this wasn’t a hangout for magicians—more like a magnet for the young and restless, clocking off the factory line and bellying up to the bar, eager to drown the rest of the night under a torrent of cheap beer and black-and-white bottles of Triumph-brand gin.

A floating miasma of vague dissatisfaction filled the room, angry but unfocused. When the television over the bar broke from a ball game to a news piece about the national monthly production quotas, an audible groan spread across the tables. It died down just as quick, though, and nobody dared to say much more than that. Instead people talked about petty work problems, the latest ball scores, or who was sleeping with who on the new episode of Sexy Nurses in Danger. Bread and circuses.

“Humans can get used to just about anything.”

Caitlin glanced sidelong at me, slender fingers curled around the stem of a vodka glass.

“I’m aware,” she said, sipping her cocktail. “I work for hell, remember?”

I had ordered a whiskey, neat. It tasted like cheap hooch mixed with apple cider, riding on a greasy chemical tang. I drank it anyway, catching the bar lights in the curve of my water-spotted glass.

“These people aren’t angry enough. They’ll grumble, but they won’t shout.”

“That’s your metric?”

“Speaking metaphorically,” I said. “Or poetically. Whatever. Point is, as long as the drinks keep flowing and the TV stays on, they’re not ready to riot. We’re not going to find any real dissidents here.”

Our second stop of the bar crawl was a little more promising, and by “promising” I mean grim, in a dive that looked like it was being run out of somebody’s mildewed basement. Also, unfortunately, it was the kind of watering hole where all the locals knew each other by name. We didn’t fit in and a barrage of silent, icy stares had us heading for the door halfway into our first round of drinks.

“Are you absolutely certain,” Caitlin delicately asked, “that you didn’t just want to get liquored up tonight?”

“Trust the process,” I told her.

I was rolling on instinct, letting intuition take the wheel and driving parallel to the Miami coast. I turned from the neon and slick marina lights; I was looking for trailer parks, weed-choked lots, buzzing electric lights popping and crackling in the dark as they roasted any mosquito bold enough to get close. It wasn’t the row of dusty, battered pickup trucks and crudely armored coupes parked outside that drew me to the Daily Catch. It was the graffiti on the alley wall.

A pair of hands, held up as if in prayer, strained toward a hazy orange sun. Shackles, clamped around wrists, ended in dangling and broken chains. A jagged tag beneath the image offered up a single word in midnight blue, encircled by streaks of warning yellow: RISE.

“Rise up,” I said, quoting the menu-flyer. “Nothing to lose but your chains, etcetera whatever.”

“Just deniable enough to slip under scrutiny, just obvious enough to be a beacon for fellow travelers.” Caitlin turned, eyes narrowed, and nudged my shoulder. “Pet.”

Connected buildings formed a run-down concrete grotto behind the bar. A big, bulky vehicle sat parked behind a rusted-out dumpster, covered in an olive oilcloth tarp. The air stank of rotten garbage and stale beer. I brushed a fly away from my face as I crouched and lifted up the tarp, revealing paisley and pastel paint on the side of a food truck. Camus Brothers, the same one we’d seen at the cathedral.

I pressed my palm to the hood. The engine was still warm.

“In the business,” I told Caitlin, “this is what we call a palpable lead.”

Scratchy honky-tonk music welcomed us inside, blaring from a jukebox that looked like a cross between a pipe organ and a wood chipper. Peanut shells littered the sticky, scarred planks underfoot, and a chalkboard menu behind the bar advertised oysters by the half dozen. Beside it, a rugged old flag hung draped over a wall mirror. It didn’t look like any others we’d seen since arriving here. It was simple: just red and blue stripes interspersed by silver stars, maybe a dozen or so.

Feels…foundational, I thought. A throwback. I turned my head slowly, taking in the rough crowd, the stagnant air and gusts of cigarette smoke. The decor in here felt symbolic. Calculated. Like Caitlin had said outside: deniable.

I knew who I was looking for and he shouldn’t have been hard to spot. The cook from the food truck had a big, bulky plastic gizmo covering one eye and half of his temple, not the kind of person who got lost in a crowd. And yet.

“Hang out for a second,” I said, leaning close to Caitlin. “I’m going to poke around.”

He wasn’t in the washroom, and trying to get close to the swinging door behind the bar earned me a back-off stare from a tired bartender. That just made me more interested. Every now and then a waitress would step through that door with a tray of beers and come back with empty glasses from a finished round.

“Back-room poker game,” Caitlin observed. “Or a clandestine meeting. By the way, I’m sure you’ve noticed, but we’re catching some distinctly frosty looks from the regulars. If this goes off the rails…”

“Nobody’s gonna be on our side. Check. Well, let’s give peace a chance.”

Never a great idea, in my opinion, but it was better than jumping straight to the barroom brawl. Caitlin trailed me to the bar, and I caught a bartender’s eye. He shuffled over, pointedly putting a bottle away before saying a word, making it clear where I stood on his list of priorities. I moved in, with an elbow propped against the bar.

“Hey,” I said. “My lady friend and I are here for the game.”

He scrunched up his brow. “What game?”

“You know, the game. It’s cool, Camus invited me. You know, runs a taco truck, big eye…thingy, right here? You know Camus.”

The bartender stared like he was imagining me on a coroner’s slab.

“And…he invited you,” he said.

“Us. Yeah. But don’t take my word for it, go ahead and ask him. Tell him that we missed hooking up at the House of Truth earlier today.”

The bartender backed away slowly. He held up a finger, then disappeared through the swinging door. He was gone for too long.

“Not sure I approve of this plan,” Caitlin said. She put her back to the bar, looking casual, but keeping one side of the room under her watchful gaze while I handled the other. Routine for us, by now. We didn’t have to discuss covering each other’s backs; it was just understood.

“Better than blasting our way in,” I said.

“Marginally. But you do realize what’s about to happen, yes?”

I sighed. “I know. Let me go first.”

The bartender came back, jerked a thumb over his shoulder and told us that Camus was waiting, go on back. So I went on back. Two steps through the door and a ring of cold metal pressed against the side of my skull, accompanied by the sound of a revolver’s hammer clicking back.

I didn’t flinch. Far from the first time I’d been held at gunpoint, and this was the inevitable result of my actions. No one to blame but myself. I held my open hands out at my sides and offered up what I hoped was a winning smile.


Chapter Thirty-Six


“Hey, fellas,” I said as the glowering man with the gun shoved me deeper into the bar’s back room. Caitlin was right behind me and got the same treatment. A feral-looking woman with a ragged seaweed-green haircut put a makeshift gun with a PVC-pipe barrel under her chin and pulled her inside, locking the door behind us.

Caitlin caught the flicker of anger in my eyes—putting a gun to my head was one thing, doing it to Cait was something else entirely—and banished it with a faintly indulgent smile. She wasn’t particularly affronted. Or worried, for that matter, and I could see why. This was amateur night. A card table sat in the middle of a cluster of sleeping bags, ammo crates and open boxes bleeding package foam. Jury-rigged rifles, more crude assemblies of PVC and hardware-store brass fittings, sat lined up next to a 3D printer: gray polymer dripped from a slowly rising inner plate as it churned out receiver assemblies for the guns. Their weapons were held together by duct tape and, given the surprise on Camus’s face as the cook rose from his chair, so was this operation.

He had six soldiers in all. Two minding me and Cait, the other four scattered around the room, surrounded by contraband and nobody even bothering to try to mask up. Normally I’d assume that meant we weren’t leaving here alive, but given how flat-footed their expressions were—even with advance warning—I figured they weren’t thinking things through that far. Not yet.

“The blueprints sitting out on the card table are a nice touch,” I said. “The only thing this place needs is a big ‘Home of the Resistance’ neon sign. You know, just to make it extra incriminating.”

“Give me a reason,” said the bruiser at my side, shoving the muzzle of his gun a little harder against the side of my skull.

“For the sign? To make it festive. Oh, wait, you mean, ‘give me a reason not to shoot you.’ Well, for starters, doesn’t look like you’ve gotten around to 3D printing any sound suppressors. While I’m willing to bet most of the bar outside that door is on the side of righteousness, and by that I mean they’re fine supporters of the rebel cause…”

“All it takes is one person to hear gunshots, panic, and call the authorities,” Caitlin said. “I’m betting you won’t be able to clean all this up, not to mention dispose of a pair of corpses, before they get here. The question, however, isn’t ‘why shouldn’t you kill us?’ The question is ‘why should you?’ Considering we’re here to improve your quality of life.”

Camus’s eye prosthetic was capped with a small black ring, like a video camera. His head turned, contemplating us both, and the eye-ring whirred softly as it slid in and out of focus.

“How do you figure that?”

Cait gave me a nod, passing the verbal ball.

“We’re incredibly short on time,” I said, “so I’m just going to lay everything on the line and give it to you straight. We’re from another dimension. Someone from our world is hanging out in yours, posing as part of the Overlord’s inner circle, and we want to give her an extremely bad day. Which, in turn, would help you give the Overlord an extremely bad day. You help us, we help you, then we go away and you never see us again. It’s a good offer and you should take it.”

“That,” said one of Camus’s boys, “is the dumbest, most unbelievable—”

Camus slashed the air with the flat of his hand, silencing him on the spot.

“Hold up. Maybe not. We’ve all heard the urban legends, the stories about what they do up at Talon Arms.” His good eye squinted at me. “Can you prove it?”

“Unfortunately, no”—I talked faster, before the skeptic could open his mouth again—“not up front. Our portal device only has one charge left before it burns out. So I can’t exactly open a door and show it to you, not until we’re ready to leave. But let me ask you this: would an undercover agent walk in here with a story that ridiculous? Would we walk in with a story at all? I’m still boning up on the local laws and regulations, but I’m pretty sure you’re not allowed to have a cache of hand-assembled firepower, and that’s not even getting into the misuse of a perfectly good printer. If we were the bad guys, this wouldn’t be an undercover op. It’d be a raid, and every last one of you would be dead or in cuffs right now.”

“This isn’t all of us,” Camus said. “Not by a long shot. Could be a sting operation, something to lure our entire cell to the same place at the same time for one big roundup.”

“I’m being very charitable,” I told him, “by assuming that you wouldn’t be stupid enough to put yourself in that position.”

The feral woman holding Caitlin at gunpoint wore her uncertainty like a mask. She lowered her makeshift weapon a little. Low enough that I knew Cait could take it away from her, if she wanted, but for now she was following my lead and playing it cool.

“Hold on,” the woman said. “I want to hear more about this. Who’s this person you’re after? The fake.”

“Hildegard Fleiss,” I said.

A murmur of dissent went around the room, and she shook her head.

“Fake? Fleiss has been working her way up the ranks for…has to be close to a decade now. Last three government purges hit and she came through each one, clean as a dove’s feather. She does photo ops with the OL. They go to parties together all the time.”

That…changed things. Not much. The basic situation was just as we’d understood it: Fleiss had somehow managed to become a personal advisor to the Overlord and used her position to disguise the third copy of her boss’s grimoire as a local relic of renown. But I had figured this was some sort of fly-by-night scheme, a desperate bit of camouflage. It was more than that. More calculated.

More meaningful, I thought. I wasn’t entirely sure where I was riding that train of thought, but it made sense on a gut level.

“Be that as it may,” Caitlin said, “she’s also the right-hand woman of a very unpleasant and very dangerous entity who is currently plaguing our world and might be visiting yours next. Work with us and you not only help yourselves right now, you could be saving yourselves a great deal of long-term pain.”

I nodded my agreement. “That book she’s protecting—The Collected Wit and Wisdom of the Overlord, or whatever they’re calling it—isn’t what it seems. It’s a relic from my world, and it needs to be destroyed. And that’s where you come in and win. See, they did too good a job on the disguise. You know how to hit a dictator where it hurts?”

Camus knew. “You humiliate them. And if the entire world thinks that’s the OL’s precious first edition and watches it burn…not going to lie, we’ve already been working that angle. Have, since those commercials started running on State Unlimited News. It’d be a hell of a moral victory.”

“Saw you at the cathedral,” I said. “Didn’t go too well.”

He winced and turned away, his good eye dropping to the card table, watching as the 3D printer whirred.

“Penetration testing. They just added the gargoyles a few days ago. Special delivery, to coincide with Fleiss’s arrival and the exhibition. We suspected they were dangerous, but…we had to know.”

I didn’t have a lot of regard for this operation—they made the Redemption Choir look well disciplined, and that was a feat—but I couldn’t help feeling a pang in my gut on Camus’s behalf. I’d been there. You lead people into the trenches, you make a bad call, and not everybody gets to go home again. If you’re lucky enough to survive, you start wondering why. Why it was you who lived and not them.

Of course, I could spice my sympathy up with a dash of guilt for seasoning: given the timing, those gargoyles weren’t put on the eaves to stop the rebellion. They were there for me and Cait. I decided not to mention it.

“I’d like to show you something,” I said. “But I’d also like this gentleman at my side to lower his gun before I do. On account of not wanting to get shot in the head and all. Do you mind?”

Camus gave the gunman a wary nod. He stepped back, uncertain, weapon low at his side but ready just in case.

I twirled my open hand with a flourish. A pair of playing cards, two queens, leaped from my inner breast pocket and fluttered through the air. With a twist of my index finger, they danced and whirled around my wrist. I snapped my fingers and they obediently landed into my outstretched palm.

The room went dead silent.

“You’re a magician,” the woman guarding Caitlin breathed. “Not a stage-mancer, a real one.”

“Can’t be,” said the naysayer who’d called me out earlier. “There isn’t a magician alive who the Overlord doesn’t own. Her people watch the orphanages, the workhouses…it’s impossible. Nobody with a spark of magic gets to adulthood without getting found out. You either get sent to the Ministry of Education to get…trained, or you get put up against a wall.”

I shrugged. “Like I said, we’re not from your world. We just got here.”

“So you say, but you’ve got a convenient excuse for not proving it.” He looked to Camus. “It’s a setup. It has to be.”

“If this is a setup,” I said, “you’re already busted. You’ve got nothing to lose by taking a chance. But I get it. You need proof you can count on. Something that guarantees we’re not working undercover. How about this? Pick a target.”

Camus tilted his head, like he hadn’t heard me quite right. “Target?”

“You must have enemies. Beyond, obviously, the entire government. Some thorn in your side you need gone but can’t handle for whatever reason. Point me at ’em. They will be an ex-problem by sunrise.”

“You…” One of the other rebels, over by the rack of makeshift guns, gave me a double take. “You just met us.”

“And?”

“And it sounds like you’re offering to…take someone out. For us. Total strangers.”

I put my cards back in my breast pocket.

“Yep,” I said. “Take out. Whack. Terminate with extreme prejudice. Murder. I mean, pick a word. I’m guessing that’s something an undercover cop around these parts would absolutely not do. Not even to protect their cover. Am I right?”

“Generally speaking,” Camus replied.

“So there you go. Pick a target. I’ll scoop a little trouble off your plate, free of charge, and prove you can trust us.” I looked around the room. “Come on, guys. Where I hail from, assassinations aren’t cheap. I’m offering you a freebie here.”

All eyes were on Camus. He sat back, deep in thought. I didn’t blame him for taking his time. He had already lost one recruit today, and I was asking him to put a lot of faith in a pair of strangers. Whatever happened after this was on his shoulders.

“It’s not a person,” he finally said. “It’s a place. We’ve had it in our sights for months, but security is tight. Haven’t been able to figure out a way to crack it. But, with our intel and your…abilities, we might finally have a shot.”

“You have our undivided attention,” Caitlin said.


Chapter Thirty-Seven


Stiff upper lip, baby , Duke Ellery told himself as he stepped through a hissing pair of sliding glass doors. Never let ’em see you sweat.

This wasn’t working, and even a barfly with a snoot full of hooch could see it, beer goggles or not. He had been offered the chance to achieve a long-held dream—leaving his story and jumping to another world, one he could really make his mark on—and leaped without looking first. Ten minutes later an entire carload of his boys was road pizza and a flying machine was chasing him down, not a slow-drifting police blimp, like back home, but a star-shaped steel beast that screamed like a banshee and spat hot lead. He’d managed to lose the thing with a fancy bit of driving under the highway, weaving around concrete pillars in a pedal-down slalom escape, but that was only the start of his troubles.

This wasn’t the Earth he wanted. Duke had his sights on a weak little backwater planet, the kind that would roll over for a real crew of certified villains. Instead he was surrounded by technology he’d never seen and couldn’t understand. Cameras everywhere, feeling like a noose going tight around his throat. He was outgunned by a mile, and losing half his shooters in one fell swoop didn’t help matters.

He still had his aces. Trigger and the Doc were with him, along with a pair of obedient goons, identical twins Duke had dubbed Rocky 1 and Rocky 2. He was fairly sure that wasn’t their real name, but he didn’t care, either. They were just smart enough to understand that when a magician gives you a new name, it means he owns you.

The Rockies flanked him as he strode across the air-conditioned stillness, heels of his white shoes and the tip of his walking stick clicking against a span of dull beige tile. On his world, police precinct houses looked like Gothic fortresses done up in checkerboard black-and-white. This place looked more like a car rental agency, if you overlooked the thick, curving shell of bulletproof plastic separating the lobby from the front desk and the detectives’ bullpen beyond, phones trilling and typewriters clacking across the open office.

Heads turned as he entered the lobby. No surprise. Tattoos across every square inch of exposed skin tended to catch people’s attention, even when they didn’t squirm and crawl with a life of their own. The Rockies weren’t helping, considering each brother was casually toting a Thompson submachine gun with a full barrel drum.

“Hey, sweetheart,” Duke said to the uniformed woman behind the shield. She was wide-eyed, reaching under her desk, presumably playing the bongos on a panic button. Behind her, cops were turning, pushing back chairs and getting to their feet.

“Now, now. No need for any fuss,” he added. “As you can see, my friends’ firepower is a little…antiquated, compared to the local standard. So I thought we’d swing by and liberate your entire armory. Now, I consider bullets to be rare and precious things and it’d be a real cryin’ shame if I had to leave a handful of them behind. You know. Buried inside your vital organs and such. So how about you buzz us in and stand aside?”

Gunshots crackled like firecrackers down a back hallway, a long string of staccato pops chasing the sound of a man’s short, sharp groan.

“Or,” Duke said with a shrug, “sounds like my colleagues have already made their way in through the back parking lot. And they’re much less patient than I am. Boys?”

The Rockies shouldered their tommy guns. Then they opened fire. The lobby thundered with blinding muzzle flash as round after round slammed into the bulletproof shield. The plastic began to crack, fracturing, bending under the onslaught. Then it broke. The cop up front rocked back in her chair as a hail of bullets turned her chest into ground beef. Another officer went running for a lockbox, trying to get at a service weapon, when a round tore his throat out and sent him sliding across the tile floor with a slug trail of blood oozing behind him.

The overhead lights flickered and Doctor Contraire went skittering across the ceiling tiles like a spider, tails of her scarlet-stained lab coat dangling. A few of the cops tried to run. They got as far as the back hallway, where a growing pile of corpses rose in the smoke of Trigger Mortis’s twin revolvers.

Duke gamely climbed over the front desk, brushing chips of thick plastic from his knees, and hopped down on the other side. An old bull of a cop with a thick, bushy mustache had been hiding under his desk; seeing his chance, he leaped out and lunged, hands going for Duke’s throat.

Duke casually turned, raising the tattooed fingers of his left hand, and whispered a sibilant incantation. On the last syllable he spat, a cloud of bilious yellow-green smoke billowing from his lips, blasting the cop square in the face. The bull fell back, howling, clutching at his cheeks as his skin began to run like melting candle wax. He thumped to the tile on his back, twitching, a naked and eyeless skull tilted up to the ceiling tiles while the magical acid burned its way through what was left of his brain.

“Spread out,” Duke told his followers. “Make sure we got all of ’em. No witnesses, no survivors.”

They’d gone and kicked the hornet’s nest now. The full fury of the state would come down hard and fast, and unlike back home, he couldn’t just wave a hand and make the cops stand down or slip an envelope of cash into the commissioner’s pocket. Had to be done, he told himself. Sometimes a big, risky move was the only one that made sense. And as he checked the break room for any stray victims, a wall-mounted flat-screen TV reminded him why.

“Hello, Miami. It’s been too long since I had the opportunity to address you personally like this. I am the Reverend Hildegard Fleiss, Executive of Motivation for the Ministry of Truth and personal counselor to the Overlord.”

Duke had already seen this commercial. Three times, in fact, considering how TV screens were almost as ubiquitous as surveillance cameras in this town. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the televisions were cameras. The important thing was the question it raised, not to mention the opportunity in play.

“That’s her, right?” Doctor Contraire strolled in, unwrapping a fresh cherry lollipop, tossing the wrapper onto the floor behind her. “The one who wanted to meet up with you, back home.”

“That’s what the magic comic said, anyway.” He narrowed his eyes. On the screen, the image of the Overlord’s tome seethed with boiling, barely contained power. “And now there’s another book in the mix. Doesn’t look anything the same, but it feels the same, you dig me?”

“Maybe she’s starting a collection.”

“Maybe. Or maybe that’s our ticket to fairer climes. We need a ride off this rock, preferably someplace a little less…advanced. Now, obviously, this Fleiss lady’s a magician of ferocious skill. She can walk the worlds.”

“And if she can do it,” the Doctor said, lollipop stick dangling from one corner of her mouth, “she can do it for us.”

“Especially if we give her a little motivation. Like…if we were to pay a visit to that ‘House of Truth’ and borrow that book. She’ll bargain to get it back. And then, on the other side, we’ve got…what’d the comic call him?”

“Faust,” she said. “He invaded our home, Duke. I want him for that.”

“And you’ll get him. More importantly, while I don’t understand the nature of their beef, it’s pretty clear Faust and his crew are after Fleiss’s little library too. Easy bet he’ll be making a move of his own, sooner rather than later.”

“And he has a portal device,” she said, eyes glinting with eager greed.

“We get that book, they’ll both dance to our tune. Him or her, doesn’t matter who bellies up to the table first. One way or another, we’re getting off this rock. Gonna find ourselves a happier hunting ground.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight


We were gathered around the card table, going over blueprints, discussing the plan of attack. My heart sank by the minute; an elite operation, this was not. A soft rattle caught my attention. The sound of a key in the back door, turning slow. I wasn’t the only person tensing up, and one of Camus’s boys put a preemptive hand on the butt of his jury-rigged PVC tube rifle.

A slight woman, wearing medical gauze and tape on one cheek with the tail of a wicked scar poking out near the corner of her lip, slipped inside and dead-bolted the door behind her.

“Thirty,” Camus said. “You were supposed to be back an hour ago.”

“Had to triple back, make sure my trail was clean,” she said, eyes fixed on Caitlin and me. “Company.”

“New friends, we hope. Dan, Cait, this is Thirty, our best recon scout. Slips in and out of trouble like a greased falcon.”

She grimaced, clearly uncomfortable with the praise. I caught a tremor in her fingers as they brushed across the gauze pad on her cheek.

“Not always. Sometimes other birds are faster.”

“Should have seen what was left of the guy who cut her,” Camus told us. He wore his admiration on his sleeve. She didn’t seem to like it.

“There’s trouble,” she said. “Big flavor. The Thirty-Second Precinct just got hit.”

“Hit?” Camus asked.

“Hit. Every black-and-blue in the place, massacred. Armory ransacked. News is blaming us. Well, not us, not by name, but—”

“‘Rebel activity.’” Camus sighed. “Meaning they’re going to crack down three times harder until they get some heads to put on public display. Exactly what we didn’t need right now.”

Caitlin gave me a sidelong look. She didn’t have to say a word.

When we’d first arrived in Miami, two cars loaded with the cream of Noir York’s criminal underworld chased us through the portal. One went over the side of the elevated highway and met the road below nose-first. I had hoped that was Duke’s ride, but I should have known better.

“Excuse us a second,” I said. I gently tugged Caitlin by the sleeve, stepping back from the table.

“So that’s two complications,” she murmured in my ear. “We’re not just facing more scrutiny from the law. Duke and his gang were already dangerous, and now they’ve got their hands on an arsenal.”

“Two jobs, then,” I said. “I’m the reason they’re here.”

Caitlin scrunched up her nose. “Hardly. You didn’t invite them to chase us through the portal. Sounds like their problem, not ours.”

“It’s this world’s problem. Look, I don’t think very highly of the authorities around here—or anywhere, to be honest, but this place in particular. Doesn’t change the fact that people are people. These folks are innocent, and I just unleashed a pack of literal supervillains on their asses. My mess, and I have to clean it up.”

“Just don’t lose track of the real prize,” she warned me. “The book comes first. Doing your part to dispose of the trash is admirable, and I’ll happily join in the fun, but—”

She winced, buried her face in the crook of her arm and let out a long, racking cough. I held her shoulders, keeping her steady. When she showed me her face again, flecks of black blood glistened on her pale bottom lip.

I knew how much she hated looking weak, so I didn’t say a thing. My eyes did all the work. She nodded, once, and turned away. We both knew the score: the native energy of this world wasn’t any healthier for her than the swirling fog of Noir York, and she was getting sicker by the hour. I had to get her home. And she wasn’t going to let me open that one last portal until the job was done.

“We might be able to nail two birds with one stone,” I said. “I think I know where Duke is going. Or at least what he’ll do next.”

“Run straight into a doomed showdown with the entire law-enforcement apparatus of an authoritarian empire?” She offered a faint smile. “I know you feel responsible, pet—you shouldn’t, though I understand it—but I really think this is a self-correcting problem. The locals have flying tanks.”

“He’s outmatched here and he knows it, and hitting a police precinct house was a reckless move. Desperate. I’m thinking, right about now, he wants nothing more than to get out of this dimension. Either to find easier pickings on another planet or just to go home and lick his wounds.”

“He knows we have a portal device,” she said.

“And if he’s watching TV, he’s already seen Fleiss. He doesn’t know what she really is, but it’ll be obvious she can open doorways too. He’ll try to lure us out or go after her directly.”

“As I said, self-correcting problem.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but I have to make sure. You don’t just dump supervillains on a strange planet and leave. It’s…rude.”

Camus’s bulky plastic eye prosthetic whirred softly as he looked our way. “Sorry to interrupt, but, the plan?”

“Right. The plan.”

I walked back to the table with Caitlin, taking a long hard look at the blueprints and action notes, most of them scribbled on the backs of bar napkins. I didn’t like what I saw, and I was liking it less by the minute. This was supposed to be our proof-of-honesty run: a government data center, packed with juicy intel. The rebels had been drooling over it for months, but they hadn’t figured out a way to crack it open until now. They just needed a little extra help, and maybe a magical edge.

No, I thought, what they need is an actual plan.

“I’m going to be as nice as I can about this,” I told Camus and his people. “This is going to get you all killed. And even if by some miracle you survive, you’re not going to walk away with anything you can use.”

The tail of Thirty’s cheek scar tensed up. “I did the recon myself. It’s good intel.”

“That it is.” Camus rapped his knuckles on the blueprint. “This block is all old construction, two stories. Retail on the ground floor, apartments upstairs, except for this office. On paper, it’s called Reebix Service Management.”

A grizzled rebel tugged on blue latex gloves and opened the hatch of the 3D printer, gently removing a freshly grown set of resin triggers.

“In reality,” Camus said, “it’s a major data center handling email and internal encrypted memos for the Ministry of Truth. The regime likes to do that: dress up their treasure troves as mundane office buildings, so nobody looks too close.”

“Security through obscurity,” I said. “It’s a good tactic. I’m more concerned about the armed response once we get inside. If this blueprint is recent, and accurate—”

“Stole it myself,” Thirty said.

I traced my fingertip along a chalk-white line.

“See this? That’s a mantrap. Vestibule that locks from both ends, controlled externally. We get stuck in there, they could gas us, rain down bullets, or just hold us there until heavy reinforcements roll in. For that matter, they’ll have all the time in the world to wipe their servers before you get a scrap of data.”

“We were hoping,” Camus said, “that you and your lady friend could…you know.”

He wriggled his fingers at me. I was tempted to be a dick and ask how jazz hands were going to help, but this wasn’t the time.

“Magic can open a lot of doors. Stopping a silent alarm from going off, though, that’s a bigger ask. Maybe if we launched a full-on blitz attack…” I pursed my lips. Didn’t like anything about this plan. “But you’re still missing the big picture. Let’s say we pull it off. What do you get for all that risk?”

“Ministry plans, employee schedules—”

“Nothing,” I said. “You get nothing. Because the second they know they’ve been raided, and they will know if we burn down half the block on a rampage, all that stolen info changes. They’ll know exactly what you know, meaning they’ll scramble their schedules and switch their plans around to make sure you can’t do a single thing about it.”

The rebels fell silent. Shoulders slumped.

“Shit,” Camus said.

“But,” I said. “But.”

My fingertip glided across the blueprint, not to the data center in disguise but the business right next door. Part of the same original block-sized construction project, but walled off internally—on the first and second floors, anyway. A promising-looking back stairwell hinted at a basement.

“There might be a way. What’s this?”

“Check-cashing place,” Thirty said.

“Perfect.”

Camus’s good eye squinted. “For what?”

“I do more than one kind of magic,” I said. “Real sorcery is flashy, but sometimes what you need is simple sleight of hand. Misdirection.”

I held up a quarter. Then I walked it across the knuckles of my left hand, rolling it, before tossing it into my right. My fingers closed over it, flicked open, coin gone. Now it sat, nestled and gleaming, back in my left hand.

“The second they realize they’ve been hit, all that data is going to be useless. So we twist the story around and make sure they don’t figure it out. We’re going to disguise this raid as a totally different crime.”

***

After that, it was all down to logistics. We spent hours going back and forth around the table, weighing wishes against real resources, figuring out what we could manage. They weren’t well funded, well armed, or very well trained, but Camus’s people could lay hands on construction gear easily enough.

Now I was riding in the back of a windowless van along with Caitlin, Camus, and a trio of hard-eyed shooters, going over the plan one last time while the tires jolted over potholes and Camus passed out jet-black ski masks. We’d arranged to go in after dark. Night was our best cover, and the late hour would ensure minimal civilians on the scene. The check-cashing place closed at eight and we were aiming to get there at 7:55 on the dot.

“And don’t say shit about politics in front of any witnesses,” I told them. “We’re not rebels tonight. We’re thieves with a bad plan and no concept of impulse control.”

“It’s the ‘bad plan’ part that worries me,” Thirty said, glancing back from her perch behind the steering wheel.

“Just keep the engine hot and make sure you’ve got a clear path for the pickup. When we need to leave, we’re going to need to leave fast.”

“Not my first time behind the wheel,” she said. “You handle your end, I’ll handle mine. ETA in thirty seconds.”

We masked up. Each of us had a duffel bag, heavy with the tools of the trade. The van lurched to a stop and Camus slammed against the back door with his shoulder, throwing it open. We boiled out, boots hitting the pavement, running as a pack for a green and gold neon sign reading Cash King.

I was first through the door, leading with my pistol. A camera swiveled to capture me and I answered with a bullet, blasting it into a drooping broken shell of shattered plastic and sparking wires, sending the employees—only two of them, looking like they were just getting ready to call it a night—diving to the floor. I’d normally never pull a move like that, not on a real heist: the shot was loud enough to be heard from the sidewalk, and through the dusty window I saw a bystander go running, tugging out his phone before he ducked into a doorway across the street. Sloppy, thoughtless, but “sloppy and thoughtless” was exactly the story we were trying to sell tonight.

Now we just had to pull it off and survive the getaway.


Chapter Thirty-Nine


“Ican’t open the safe,” the clerk protested through tears of panic. “It’s on a timed lock! Once we shut down for the night, it can’t be opened until tomorrow morning.”

I didn’t care. I just needed to sell the bit. I clamped a hand on her shoulder and walked her to the far corner of the back office, where Camus’s boys were already trussing her partner up like a prize hog. I cursed under my breath and gave her a shove.

“Fine, forget it, we’ll do this the hard way. Lock these two down while we get to work.”

To be fair, I had a hard time saying no to a juicy strongbox like the bulky beige mini-fridge-sized one installed behind the front desk. A rough steel-slab vault door and a big round lock felt like a present just waiting to be opened. And I figured we could actually crack this one, if we had all the time we needed and the right tools for the job. We had neither, on purpose.

Not like I could spend the local currency back on our world anyway, and we’d already been here too long.

Caitlin crouched beside the safe, already unloading her duffel bag, setting up a drill on a shaky tripod mount. The drill was construction-grade but the bit wasn’t; I figured it would snap a few seconds after she started boring through the safe door, defeated by superior reinforced steel. Again, all part of the plan. I waited until the clerks were tied up and safely stashed in the back of the room. Blindfolded and gagged, but their ears left uncovered so they could hear everything I needed them to hear.

I mouthed “now,” and Camus ran up, pretending to be breathless.

“We got trouble,” he said. “Lookout on the corner just bailed. He said a cruiser doubled back, black-and-blues inbound, cruising the block. They know this place is supposed to be closed. Only a matter of time before they come knocking.”

“Let ’em knock. We’ve got two hostages here. They start anything, it won’t be us who leaves in a body bag.”

“We can’t trust that,” Camus pretended to argue. “Cops in this district don’t negotiate. They’ll shoot through the hostages. We need another way out of here, fast.”

The clerks huddled close together, shoulder to shoulder, shaking. I didn’t feel great about that, but every illusion was fueled by stage patter. All part of the trick. The room filled with an ear-splitting whine as Caitlin turned on the drill. And then, a few seconds later, a yowling metallic screech mixed with a mechanical death rattle and the pungent smell of a burned-out motor as she flicked it off again.

“Drill’s jammed,” she angrily called over while giving me a clandestine thumbs-up. “Where did you get this stupid thing, anyway?”

She shouldered her duffel bag and it clanked against her hip. She had one piece of gear remaining for this job, deliberately leaving the broken drill and a few random tools behind.

“Hold on, hold on, let me think.” I snapped my fingers. “Got an idea. Come with me.”

That much was true: an idea born from the blueprints, where I noticed the signs of older, flimsier construction buried amid the modern renovations. A stubby hall in back ended with a tiny, mildewed bathroom on one side and a stout weathered door on the other, secured with two deadbolts and a padlock so thick and heavy-looking it could have doubled as a deadly weapon.

I gave Camus’s boys a nod, and they stepped up to the plate. All that hardware was good, but it couldn’t stand up to the might of a pair of sledgehammers. The door rattled on its hinges with every thundering blow, the hammers driving dents and splintering wood, the padlock breaking at its hasp and clattering to the linoleum floor.

Caitlin leaned in, her voice an appraising whisper. “You really think this will work?”

“Depends on how good Thirty really is at recon. Basement level wasn’t on the map. All we have to go on is her word and what she saw the one time she managed to slip down there.”

Sirens wailed in the distance. Coming this way, and fast.

“One way or another,” I added, “this should be interesting.”

The door blasted open, an unfinished cement staircase yawning down into darkness beyond it. Our entire crew stampeded down, leaving our hostages behind.

Flashlight beams ignited, circles of light dancing across filthy, neglected stonework, black mold and abandoned gear rotting away under tarps. While the aboveground levels had been remodeled and built up over the decades, splitting the block-sized building into discrete addresses, the original interconnected basements still stood, mostly blocked off and forgotten.

There wasn’t any power down here, a wall switch delivering nothing but a faint, useless click. Fat furry spiders scrambled to escape my flashlight, retreating into the dark. The humid air smelled like wet sawdust. The passage between this stretch of basement and the next was sealed by a metal cage door, the bars gone mottled and brown with rust; two quick home-run swings of a sledgehammer and it popped for us. Above our heads, the muffled chorus of police sirens was closing in.

Not being a local, I had to trust Camus when it came to predicting the cops’ behavior. What he said up there was halfway true: they were trigger happy, but storming the check-cashing joint wouldn’t be their first response. Once they realized there were hostages on the scene, they’d try to make contact, get a phone line open, and pretend to care about our demands while they worked out the best way to get a clear shot.

“I figure we’ll have ten, fifteen minutes before they figure out the ‘robbers’ aren’t there anymore,” he told me. “At which point they’ll call for heavy reinforcements and surround the whole building. Cut off streets, bring in aerial units—”

“So we need to be long gone by then. Check.”

Just as fast as we’d sprinted down the access stairs, we found another stairwell going up. Our two hammer men attacked the steel-clad door at the top, sweat flying as they swung for all they were worth. A hinge warped and ripped free of its mountings. The handle and inner lock shattered, snapping, and the whole assembly gave way. The door flew wide open.

I had a split-second glimpse of a man in a gray security uniform and cap across the threshold, a service revolver raised in his hand and trained on the sound. He pulled the trigger and one of Camus’s rebels buckled and fell, tumbling past me down the steps all the way to the bottom, a smoking crater in his skull. I shot back, twice, both rounds punching into the guard’s rib cage and dropping him like a rock.

Damn. I’d been hoping for a bloodless job, but the locals had other ideas. I took point, leading the way through the ruptured door, stepping over the dead guard with my gun held loose at my hip. Caramel-colored carpet, eggshell-white walls, a row of innocuous filing cabinets lined up next to a sad-looking plastic fern—it could have been any boring downtown office building. Then I jumped back as a bullet cracked from up the hall, ricocheting off the metal cabinets and plowing a trench into the carpet at my feet. I answered with another pair of shots, forcing a guard’s head back into cover, waving for Camus and crew to run the other way while I laid down suppressing fire.

I followed them as soon as my pistol snap-fired, empty. A second staircase wound upward, to the second floor. I dumped my magazine on the go, slapping in a fresh one, and fired another round behind us just for effect. The guards might have been fast on the trigger, but they weren’t suicidal. For now, they held back and stood their ground.

A door on the second floor sported a key-card lock, which just made it stand out as special. A long, thin panel of glass fractured under the hammer, then shattered. Camus reached through the gap and unlocked it from the other side. I covered the hallway while everyone else piled inside. Glad I did, because it wasn’t long before another guard came sniffing, poking his head out from an office door at the far end of the corridor. I drove him back with a warning shot, missing on purpose, and shouted loud enough to make sure he heard me.

“Who are you people? Look, we’re not here for your…whatever it is you do here. We don’t want your petty cash box, okay? We’re just trying to get out!”

“Picked the wrong way to go, pal,” he yelled back, but he didn’t dare break cover. I joined the others, shutting and locking the door behind me, glass crunching under my heels. One look and I knew we were in the right place: rows upon rows of blinking, humming servers sat nestled on metal racks, the carpeting replaced by squishy black insulation. A pair of Camus’s guys were already working on the back window, a solid chunk of reinforced glass overlooking the alley behind the building. Minimal noise, this time. We wanted to make them think we were trapped here, locked down, for a couple more minutes at least.

Camus stood at a laptop access port, the slim machine sitting open atop a lectern. He slotted a device that looked like a USB stick but wide and chunky, like a seashell of opalescent plastic. Code windows blossomed on the screen.

“Sixty seconds,” he said, terse.

Caitlin unzipped her duffel, pulling out a long, fat hexagonal plastic case, hinged on one side. Camus’s men were attacking the back window with screwdrivers instead of hammers, unscrewing the frame and working to get it open as quietly as they could manage. I peeked out from the server-room doorway, watching the hall while they got it done.

From the far side of the building, beyond the walls, the crackle of a loudspeaker echoed over muffled sirens. A man said something, the tone commanding and strident, but I couldn’t make out the words. The gist was easy enough: he was telling me it was time for us to go.

“Thirty seconds,” Camus said.

A guard emerged from the stairwell. I sent him back where he came from with a pair of bullets, intentionally aiming high. It was hard to pretend to be this bad of a shot, but I needed these guys alive to tell a story after we were gone. Besides, I tried not to hurt security guards as a matter of professional courtesy, if I could manage it. I was doing my job; they were doing theirs.

“Breach,” Camus hissed. He yanked the dongle from the laptop, brandishing it like a holy seal. “Got what we need, let’s go!”

A gust of hot night wind hit me from behind, billowing in through the alley window as it silently swung wide. Caitlin mounted her plastic case on the sill, opened it, and gave it a twist. A fire ladder spilled from inside, unspooling like a roll of thread, while clamps swung out to hold the box securely locked to the window’s lip. Camus wiped down the keyboard while I slung a leg up and over the windowsill, joining the procession clambering down to the broken pavement of the alley below.

We made our hardware disappear halfway to freedom, tossing the ski masks in a dumpster and stashing the guns. The windowless van roared up to the alley’s mouth, Thirty sitting up front and drumming her nervous energy into the steering wheel while we all jumped in back. She hit the gas before we got the back doors closed, tires screeching, peeling out and hooking a sharp U-turn to put us on course.

My shoulders were tight against the side of the van, adrenaline surging through my veins, lighting them up like trails of gasoline under my skin. I took a deep breath and counted to four before letting it out again. I kept doing that, four seconds in, four seconds out, until the last siren faded into the distance behind us.


Chapter Forty


“A SUN exclusive! Metropolitan peace authorities responded to an after-hours burglary at the Cash King franchise in the Upper Warrens last night by a pack of ruthless, armed criminals. They were unable to get the safe open, and while they attempted a daring escape by breaking into a neighboring office building, the franchise employees were rescued safe and sound and all of the would-be robbers were apprehended on the scene. Another win for our boys in black and blue! ”

Beer bottles cracked open with a hiss of foam, glass clinking, eager laughter rippling across the back room of the Daily Catch. Rebel headquarters was in good spirits. Camus had told us he’d need to pull an all-nighter, so Caitlin and I had gone back to the hotel to crash for a few hours. We’d just gotten back to the bar, one of the rebels unlocking the back door for us, and people were already pressing drinks into our hands. It was a little past six in the morning. These folks were starting to grow on me.

“You get everything you wanted?” I asked Camus.

He huddled over a laptop plastered in peeling stickers, that seashell-shaped dongle jutting from its shell, fingers flying over the keyboard as his mechanical eye whirred softly.

“You did your part,” he said, looking between Caitlin and me. “We’ll do ours. You two are the real deal. And yeah, take a look.”

“Thing of beauty,” Thirty murmured, tossing back a long-necked bottle of brew. The label was black-and-white: Triumph Lager. “Just going to pretend that Bray didn’t eat a bullet back there?”

Camus’s ashen face went tight, laptop screen casting a cool glow across his unshaven bristle.

“He knew the risks,” he said. “We all know the risks.”

The scout gave me a sharp look, though she was still talking to him.

“Do we, though? Seems there might be a few unaccounted ones hanging around.”

“Thirty—”

She leaned in at his shoulder, dropping her voice to a cold whisper.

“You left him.”

“He was dead, hon. Listen to me, all right? Now the bright side—”

“Bright side?”

“He was only two weeks in with our cell, no history of political activism, nothing that could tie him to us. Just a few stints in and out of detention.”

“You think that’s what I care about?” she asked. “You left a fallen warrior in the hands of the enemy. Second time you’ve done that in two goddamn days.”

“Corpse,” Camus said, looking up from the screen and giving her a dead stare with his good eye. “He was dead, Thirty. And we were in no position to recover the body. Trying would have just gotten more people hurt, maybe killed. Be practical.”

“I’d rather be honorable,” she told him. “Need some air.”

She hit me with one more glare as she flounced out the back door, just to make sure I felt it. We were all delivering messages this morning. Camus slumped back in his chair.

“The great power in recruiting idealists,” he said, “is that they’re idealists. The biggest danger in recruiting idealists…is that they’re idealists.”

I moved up beside his chair and put a hand on his shoulder.

“You’re the helmsman,” I said. “Everybody second-guesses the helmsman. Part of the job they don’t tell you about.”

He didn’t meet my eyes. Didn’t have to. I’d been where he was sitting right now, and nothing ever made it any easier. All the same, I had to give it a shot.

“These people all follow your lead,” I said softly. “You think you’ve gotta be strong in front of them. You think you can’t grieve or show any pain. Bad for morale, right?”

“Bad for morale,” he echoed.

“You’re still human,” Caitlin told him. “And not carved of stone. You need someone you can confide in and let some of that pressure out. Daniel and I have both lost people in the field. We know whereof we speak.”

“Yeah, but…”

He fell silent, taking in the room. His followers were gathered around the TV, some celebrating the win, some already on their second bottle to get ahead of the loss.

“These kids,” Camus said. “They don’t get it. Not yet. Me, I was infantry. Ground-pounder of the Atomic Thirty-Eighth, fighting in the nuclear pacification zone.”

One hand rose, fingertips shaky as they brushed the bulky plastic prosthetic surgically welded over one eye.

“Friendly fire. The LT who called it in was someone’s pet project. My platoon got dead. He got a promotion and a medal of patriotism. I got this. They didn’t even spring for the top-tier model. They gave me the ad-supported version. Wakes me up in the middle of the night to sell me backache pills. I wouldn’t have a backache if it’d stop waking me up. And so it goes.”

“You got a raw deal,” I said.

“Not the first, not the last. But…look, I’ve studied revolutions. I know how this goes, right? These kids, they don’t see it. So I keep a poker face on. No point crushing their dreams.”

I had a feeling I knew the answer, but I wanted to hear it from him.

“How does it go?”

“Badly,” he said. “They’re dreaming about storming the Overlord’s palace, leading a glorious people’s rebellion to victory. But it’s too early in the fight. The machine’s too big and we’re too small. We’re kicking off a war, best we can, but we won’t be the ones who finish it. Maybe our kids. Maybe our grandchildren.”

He sat back, lips pursed, shaking his head before turning his attention back to the laptop.

“Everyone in this room will be dead within three years,” he said.

“So why do you fight?” I asked him.

“To build the scaffolding for the ones who come after us. To make it easier for them to win. Best I can do. Not your problem. You get to leave.”

I couldn’t miss the bitterness. I didn’t insult him by offering to take him along with us. He leaned over, scooped a tattered folder off the strategy table, and offered it to me.

“As promised. For starters, this is everything we could gather on Fleiss.”

More than I’d expected. I sifted through printouts while Caitlin moved in close. There were press clippings, printouts of online articles, even an interview with Life and Liberty Magazine. I raised an eyebrow, a quote jumping off the page at me.

FLEISS: “Sometimes I pause and reflect on what Secretary Fields has created for us here, the new world she nurtured and grew from the soil of a wasteland. Not just the promise of prosperity, but of peace. Of safety. This is a sanctuary, and this is my home.”

“Owns property in two cities, penthouse in a luxury condominium,” Caitlin murmured. “It’s funny, I assumed she was more or less welded to the Enemy’s hip, but given her public speaking and appearance schedule, it almost seems like she spends more time on this world than she does on ours.”

“I misjudged the situation. Figured it was a bird thing.”

She tilted her head. “Bird…thing?”

“Which kind of bird is it, cuckoos?” I caught a fleeting snatch of memory from an old nature show. “They put their eggs in another bird’s nest. Tricks the other bird into hatching and raising their kids for ’em.”

“Ah. Ingratiate herself into the Overlord’s orbit, disguise the Enemy’s third tome as a book precious to ‘Secretary Fields’ herself, and there’s one job handled.”

“It’s a good plan,” I said. “She doesn’t have to be in three places at once or defend the thing. She’s got an entire authoritarian government standing ready to do the job for her.”

“Because they think it’s their egg.” Caitlin furrowed her brow, seeing what I was seeing. “But she didn’t have to work this hard. Past the initial seduction, she could just maintain appearances, pop over here once in a great while to keep up the facade…”

“This is personal. I don’t think she was lying in this article. She feels safe here.”

“Away from him,” Caitlin mused. “As much as she feels bound to him, as much as she thinks she can’t rebel, clearly part of her is trying to build a home elsewhere. A home of her own.”

Maybe we could use that. At the moment, figuring out how to finally get Fleiss away from her psychopathic abuser was low on my scale of priorities, but it was never entirely off the list. I stuffed the thought in my back pocket for later and looked to Camus.

“How about the rest? What’d we get from the data center?”

“Pure gold,” he said, not looking up from his typing as he sifted through a scrolling list of files. Hundreds of them, by the size of it. “We’re inside. Worm injection gave us a backdoor key, and they have no idea we’re reading everything they type. We’ve got years of email archives and enough identifiable data to start building a target list. Eventually they’ll clue in and lock us out, but I think we’re in a position to do some serious damage here.”

“Anything relevant to the House of Truth?”

He swiveled the screen to face me dead-on.

“How about,” he said, “Hildegard Fleiss’s full professional itinerary for today and tomorrow, so we’ll know where she is at all times? Where she’s supposed to be, anyway. Oh, and tomorrow morning, on the last day of the exhibition…she’s hosting a private viewing.”


Chapter Forty-One


“Fleiss doesn’t live in Miami,” Thirty said, tossing a sheaf of printouts onto the strategy table. “But thanks to our backdoor into the data center, figuring out her location’s the easy part. She’s staying at the Excelsior, a swank beachside hotel reserved for the upper ministry and folks they want to impress. By all accounts, she’s alone, in a tower suite. Maximum security at all hours, nobody gets past the lobby without being vetted. I’m not seeing a way in there, not without more firepower than we’ve got.”

I took a long look around the table. Despite being two men down, Camus and his crew were pumped up over their victory and eager to raise a little more hell.

“I need to be clear about this,” I said. “We are not confronting Fleiss if we can possibly avoid it. She’s not human—”

“Still not sure if I believe that,” Thirty fired back.

“You believe in magic, right? Okay. So pretend she’s a magician instead. An absolute world-class menace, the kind that doesn’t need weird science or a relic to travel between worlds. She is the relic. Get in her way, you’re not coming home again.”

“Subtlety is called for,” Caitlin added. “But if the schedule shows us when Fleiss will be attending your world’s…lovely version of Sunday services, that means we’ll also know when she won’t be there.”

Camus leafed through the printouts.

“Not a big window,” he said. “She arrives at ten in the morning, leaves at ten p.m. She’s overseeing the morning services, then she sticks around until the evening one is over. After hours, security gets intense.”

“More intense than the gargoyles?” I asked.

“After lockdown, they bring the gargoyles inside.”

“We’ve got some options,” one of Camus’s boys said. “Last cathedral recon paid off. I think we’ve spotted a comm trunk with street access. If I can get in there and jigger a few wires around, I might be able to stop any automated alarms from going out to the black-and-blues. Just in case we have to get loud. Everything else, we’ll need to get inside for.”

“I want to hear about this private viewing,” I said.

Thirty raised an eyebrow. “You just said we were trying to avoid Fleiss.”

“Humor me.”

She tugged over a printout, fingertip scanning down dense, blocky type, double-checking the itinerary.

“Couple of bigwigs from out of town. The kind who are too minor to be household names, but important enough that the OL gives them nice things, like personal tours from the high priestess of motivational speaking. Supposed to reach the cathedral at ten tomorrow, same time as Fleiss, get a private walk-through and then a sparkling-wine brunch.”

I locked eyes with Caitlin. I knew we were thinking the same thing.

“Too minor,” Cait murmured. “And not locals. So…out of the reception crew, who actually knows these very important persons? Who can put faces to the names?”

“I’d assume Fleiss can,” Camus said. “Beyond that, anybody’s guess, but anyone in the rank-and-file would have to be a real blue flamer to even bother learning. Ministry executives come and go, and there are lot of the bastards. It’s a running joke out here: the Overlord doesn’t conduct purges for disloyalty, she does it to keep payroll costs down.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, “and…where are these execs right now?”

***

These “important people” didn’t rate the swank or top security their boss did, but I still couldn’t turn my nose up. The VIPs were stashed over at the Miami Star, a hotel perched on the lip of an oily waterfront where wisps of vapor, rising from the polluted bay like cancer spirits, reeked of rotten eggs. Residents of the Star didn’t have to put up with the stench. The curving, piano-like shell of the hotel, built of dark-stained synthetic wood and opaque onyx windows, rose up on stilt pylons above a pebbled drive. Glass doors whisked apart for us, opening onto a lobby of mud-colored marble, piped-in chamber music, and the scent of synthetic flowers.

It was four in the morning on the day of the main event. Fleiss’s exhibition was due to start in six hours, and the timing was tight as a noose around my throat. Too late, and we’d blow the plan. Too early, and we’d blow the plan.

We made our play in business casual. The rebels cleaned up all right, Camus breaking out a suit with a jacket one size too big, a breezy cut to better hide the gun nestled at the small of his back. All the same, we broke into three groups to keep our numbers less obvious. A couple of shooters, Caitlin, and I went in first to scope things out. Then Camus and Thirty. The rest of their crew trailed behind us five minutes later. Barely anyone was down in the lobby, just a bleary-eyed desk clerk and a couple of cleaners, and they didn’t pay us any attention.

The elevator needed a key card to operate, but that was the easy part. The cleaning staff needed access, meaning they were carrying. I targeted the easiest-looking mark—an old man with leathery skin and his eyes half-closed, listlessly sliding a floor polisher back and forth, his access pass dangling from a lanyard on his hip. Caitlin strolled over and played the clueless tourist, asking him about local restaurants, keeping his eyes on her while I slipped up from behind and relieved him of his extra burden.

He had a lot of floor left to polish. Odds were it would be a while before he noticed the empty alligator clip at his side.

“They’ll deactivate it once he reports it missing,” Camus warned me under his breath.

“Most people would assume it just fell off somewhere and go looking for it first. That’ll buy us a little more time. And honestly, if we’re not out of here in half an hour or less, something’s gone seriously wrong.” I glanced across the lobby, to a silent security camera above the check-in desk. “You sure you’re ready for the blowback after? Cait and I could have handled this ourselves.”

“You could have tried,” he said.

“Such faith.”

“Realism. People get shot going through doors. When we went on that data-center run, Bray died so fast I don’t think he even saw it coming. Run before that, before you two showed up, we lost three soldiers in one night.” Camus shook his head. “We need you for the House of Truth raid. Lose you now, we lose it all.”

“After,” I warned him, “once they realize what happened, they will reconstruct that security footage and run facial scans on anyone and everyone who came through the lobby.”

He gave me a lopsided smile, flashing a broken tooth.

“And this headgear of mine sticks out in a lineup, I know. It’s like I told you back at the bar, though: none of us are under any illusions of longevity. Fight’s too important to give it up for any one life, even mine. I’ll go underground. Figure something out. You locked and loaded?”

The elevator doors rumbled open.

“Want to see a magic trick?” I asked him.

Recon had placed the VIPs in a corner room on the fourteenth floor, down at the end of a hallway carpeted in blue with zigzag golden stripes. I knew the right door without checking the numbers: it was the one with a pair of bruisers in cheap suits and flag lapel pins standing outside, not bothering to hide the iron on their hips.

Camus and his people hung back around the corner, huddled in the hum of a lonely ice machine, while Caitlin and I made the approach. I put a stumble in my step, leaning against her, putting on the mask of a drunk just before dawn.

“…you’re bein’ unreasonable,” I said.

Caitlin gave me an arch look. “I am certainly not.”

“Hey. Hey.” I snapped my fingers at the guards on the door, who tensed up as we closed the distance. They shared an uncertain glance. “Help me out, fellas. I gotta settle a dispute with my girl here.”

“Sir. Step away from the door, please.”

“Nah, it’s cool, see?” When I opened the flap of my blazer, the bodyguard on my left dropped his hand, fingers brushing the grip of his pistol. He was ready for a fight. His partner just looked nervous. I focused on the fighter.

I dipped into my breast pocket, produced three playing cards, and spread them out in my hands.

“Pick a card. Any card. Don’t show me which one.”

I was still approaching, closing the gap, but the nervous one visibly unclenched. He bought it, at least well enough to let me get closer.

Caitlin rolled her eyes. “I’m so sorry. He’s drunk. Would you be a darling and humor him, so I can get him back to his room?”

The bodyguard on the left let out a tired sigh. Giving in, he raised his dominant hand—the one that had been dangerously close to his gun—to point at the card he wanted.

“Middle card,” he said.

“Good choice.”

I flicked the tip of my finger across the back of the card. It launched from my hand like a rocket-powered razor blade, flashing through the air and burying itself halfway into the side of his neck. He gurgled and fell back, shoulders hitting the wall, torn artery splashing blood across his partner’s wide-eyed face. Caitlin was on him before he could scream, grabbing him by the throat, yanking him against her and clamping a hand over his mouth.

“The decisions you make in the next ten seconds decide whether you live or die. Do you understand? Nod yes or no.”

His buddy slumped to the floor, glassy-eyed and gone, his neck still staining the blue carpet like a bottle of spilled Burgundy. He nodded, fast and hard.

“Good,” Caitlin hissed. “Are there more guards inside the room?”

A tiny headshake. Behind us, the rebels emerged from cover, hustling up the hallway.

“Do you have a knock? Some special sign, to let the VIPs know that it’s you?”

He nodded yes. Caitlin spun him to face the door.

“Do it.” Then she added, her lips next to his ear: “Do it correctly.”

I made room. Camus came up on the door with his gun out, a makeshift junkyard pistol with a PVC-tube sound suppressor. The bodyguard raised his shaky knuckles and knocked four times. Caitlin hauled him back and a pair of rebels took over, one disarming him while the other slapped a torn strip of duct tape over his mouth. They yanked him back by his elbows, pulling him clear.

People get shot going through doors. The man on the other side learned that lesson just like Bray did: he barely got a look at us before Camus pulled the trigger. The makeshift suppressor sounded like a slamming door, not an unusual noise in a hotel, and a chunk of his skull disappeared. We flooded into the suite before his body hit the floor. A woman in pajamas, sitting up in bed and yanking off her sleep mask, saw the gun and lurched for the bedside table. The silenced pistol barked again and she laid down for good.

We cleared the suite, to be safe, while the rebels dragged the dead bodyguard in by his heels. They sat the live one down on the toilet just to keep him out of the way, duct-taping his wrists to the towel rack.

“Liability,” Thirty groused, picking at her fingernails with a knife. “Why are we letting him live?”

“Because he told me the truth,” Caitlin replied.

“So? Know who always told the truth? My friend Bray.” She pointed the knife at the bound man. “And a bastard exactly like this one shot him dead. This is war. You—a tourist—don’t seem to understand that.”

Caitlin stiffened. She turned, slowly, inching into the woman’s personal space. Looming over her, as Cait’s eyes lit up with pinpricks of swirling and melted copper.

“War and barbarism are two different things,” Caitlin replied, every word chosen with deliberate care. “I have seen the fruits of both and believe me, little girl, I have more blood on my hands than you ever will. And I do not shy from cruelty, or brutality, when the hour calls for it. But I told that man he would live if he obeyed me. He obeyed me. Therefore, he lives. Is that understood?”

The air between them went tight, electric, and I was starting to wonder if I needed to step in before Camus did it for me. He put a hand on Thirty’s shoulder and gently pulled her back. When she turned, he offered Caitlin a quiet nod of affirmation. He’d make sure that deal was kept.

“All right,” I called out. “Clock’s ticking and we’re just barely on schedule. I want this room ransacked, bodies stripped, everything and anything in the way of documentation in my hands in five minutes. Let’s go, people. We’ve got a cathedral to rob.”


Chapter Forty-Two


“Here’s what we know,” Camus had said back at the briefing, one beefy hand on a rough sketch of the cathedral’s main hall. “Maps of the public areas are solid. Everything backstage is secondhand—”

“But I know what I’m doing,” Thirty said.

“But she knows what she’s doing. The House of Truth was an old pre-war cathedral, and it’s mostly original construction, especially in the public areas. The big change is that they ripped out the cross and the altar and put up a giant TV screen in its place. The book isn’t being stored there, too public, too valuable. Instead it’s kept in a reliquary one floor down. Basically a bank vault, but the house’s top staff all have biometric access.”

“Handprint scanner?” I asked.

“Optical. So we’ll need to grab an executive or…”

“Or just his eyes, check. What else?”

Thirty ran the tip of her knife along a hallway, just past an X labeled Vault Door.

“Full security suite. Thermals, motion sensors, all there in case someone manages to crack the door and get in sneaky-style. Far as I can tell, raising any kind of a ruckus causes two things to happen. One, a five-alarm distress call goes out to every police station in Miami.”

“But if we can cut the comm trunk—” one of the rebels said.

She shook her head. “Hell of an ‘if.’ Second, there’s some kind of lockdown mechanism deeper in the vault. My guess is that it’s for the book itself. Maybe the reliquary gets yanked underground, or a bulletproof shield drops. For that matter, the Overlord has a crew of elite magicians on her staff. Could be a curse or just about anything else. Bottom line is, one mistake on the way in and we might not even be able to get at the damn thing.”

“So,” I said. “We get them to shut it off for us. One more thing.”

I had been contemplating the two sleeping books in my backpack. Canton’s watch was keeping them on ice, but I knew from experience that the spell wouldn’t last forever, and there was no way to know how much longer it’d hold. The plan was to grab the third and final tome, open a portal home with the last charge in MacDermott’s prototype, and destroy them once we bought some breathing room.

I couldn’t count on that, though, so a Plan B was in order.

“I need some gasoline. Just enough to fill a balloon.”

***

Time’s noose wasn’t getting any looser around my throat. We left the hotel without incident, but that was only the start of the job. The nature of the task didn’t leave me any choice. We had to take out the VIPs before Fleiss sent a car to pick them up, but not so early that we risked a random visitor or a hotel maid discovering the carnage. Ideally, by the time anyone found the bodies, we’d be long gone. Next came a trip straight back to the back room at the bar. Printers whirred, a graphic-design program and a scanner warped the truth, and a laminator spat out the last tools we needed for the job.

It was the final day of the exhibition, the last chance to get a look at the Overlord’s book of wit and wisdom, and a crowd had already formed on the cathedral steps. I wasn’t sure how many people were there because they actually cared and how many were just making sure their names didn’t end up on Nadia’s naughty list for insufficient reverence, but ultimately it didn’t matter. The guards at the door were overworked, facing a capacity crowd as they scanned IDs and waved folks inside one at a time, and that meant—hopefully—that they couldn’t be watching everybody at once.

We rode over in the Barracuda, stashing it on a side street well within reach if we needed to make a panicked run out of here. For now, we were playing it cool and collected. Thirty had donned a bodyguard’s suit and mirrorshades, walking ahead of me and Caitlin with a glower and a hand raised high.

“Step aside, people!” she shouted. “Ministry executives coming through!”

The crowd parted in waves and she led us up the steps, straight to the bouncers at the door.

“Mr. Tobin and Miss Siraj, of the ministry, here for their special tour,” she said with a nod over her shoulder.

“Um…” One of the bouncers checked a glowing tablet. “You’re an hour early.”

Caitlin and I held our silence, letting our faces show our disapproval. When you were at this level, other people talked for you.

“Mix-up with the car service,” Thirty said. “You know how the Ministry of Transportation is. Nobody over there owns a watch.”

The other bouncer answered with a reluctant nod. “Yeah, I hear that. Sorry, this is…just give me a second? I’ll run and get the head counselor.”

We politely stood to one side as he vanished into the nave and let his partner get back to scanning people through. Thirty leaned close, dropping her voice to a whisper.

“You’re going to get even more of my people killed. You know that, right?”

“And yet,” I breathed, “here you are.”

“Because Camus asked me to. And I’ve got my own exit strategy.”

“Want to share with the class?”

“No,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.

The “head counselor” turned out to be a slight woman in an ankle-length skirt and a blouse with a Peter Pan collar, forcing a smile as she scurried over and trying to keep the anxiety out of her eyes. It wasn’t working, but I pretended not to notice.

“Such an honor,” she gushed. “I’m Head Counselor Magdalene. I can’t apologize enough for the mix-up—”

“It’s fine,” I said. “But Miss Siraj and I have a very important plane to catch. Do you think we could get this tour underway?”

“VIP,” Magdalene tittered. “Very Important Plane.”

I stared at her. “Correct.”

She let out another nervous giggle. “I just…I apologize, not to question you, sir, my lord, but protocols do require me to ask…”

Caitlin brandished her official ministry identification card. I did the same and held my breath for the moment of truth. They should have passed muster—after all, they were real, taken from the bodies of their previous owners with fresh photos of me and Cait plastered over theirs—but that wouldn’t matter if we’d missed any details. The bouncer with the tablet held it up, glowing softly in front of the ID cards.

The tablet beeped twice and flashed green. He instantly lowered it, not even reading what it told him.

Just like I had caught the first time around, on the walk-by that ended with a gargoyle attack, the House of Truth was more interested in tallying names than running serious security checks at the door. The bouncers hadn’t been looking at pictures that morning, just validating IDs and waving people inside as fast as they could. Thanks to the line behind us, which had ballooned even bigger in the past two minutes, all they wanted was to get us inside and make us into somebody else’s problem.

We were happy to oblige.

***

“Regardless of our best efforts,” Camus had said at the briefing, “good chance this gets loud and nasty before it’s all over. We should talk exfiltration.”

“I’ve got something for that,” I said.

I had been toting the bulky canary-yellow alarm clock since we left Las Vegas, its shell held fast by mismatched screws. I set it on the strategy table.

“Gadget a buddy of mine cooked up,” I said. “Giggle gas.”

A rebel raised a dubious eyebrow. “Nitrous oxide? We’ve got that on our world too. It’s…I mean, it’s great if you need a tooth drilled, but not that impressive otherwise.”

“Not just nitrous. Special blend.”

“Our friend Jennifer is quite the pharmaceutical connoisseur,” Caitlin added.

Camus rubbed his chin, nodding slowly.

“We’ll need to get it to a central dispersion point, someplace the gas can spread far and wide. How’s it triggered?”

“Timer,” I said.

“Gonna be tight,” he said, “but I think I might have a way.”

***

“Sorry about this, boys.”

Camus tugged up the zipper of a deep blue boiler suit, another man’s name on the patch over one pocket and a tag reading MDOI on the opposite side. Two of his fellow rebels were doing the same, getting suited up, while a trio of strangers sat on the floor of a utility van and glared in sullen silence. They’d been stripped to their undershirts and boxers, duct-taped and gagged. The Miami Department of Infrastructure repair van sat parked at the corner outside the cathedral, innocuous and ordinary.

“Believe me,” Camus added, stashing his pistol and the gas bomb in a battered old toolbox, “we’ve got no intentions of hurting you. We just have to be you. Sit tight and stay quiet. Soon as our work is done, we’ll send word to the black-and-blues and have ’em get you out.”

They hopped out back, checked to make sure the van was locked up tight, and marched up the cathedral steps. When they reached the bouncers, Camus offered a toothy grin.

“Hey boys, how’s it hangin’? MDOI. Bet you’re glad to see us, considering.”

“Considering?” the bouncer with the tablet said.

“Well,” Camus said, glancing down at a rumpled stack of yellow carbon-copied pages in his hand, “according to the work order, you’ve got a minor problem that’s fixing to go four-alarm in no time. Thankfully, should be an easy fix.”

They shared a look.

“We didn’t hear anything about a repair crew,” the other bouncer said.

Camus let out a long-suffering sigh. “Yeah, big surprise there, nobody knows nothin’. But this work order doesn’t lie, and you do not want to be held responsible for slowing us down, trust me on that. Compensator in your HVAC unit’s chugging and about to give up the ghost. It’s already hot as balls today, the cathedral’s gonna be packed, and you’re just asking for some old biddy to get heatstroke while she’s venerating the Overlord. Bad look, all around. No worries, we’ll be in and out in fifteen minutes.”

The bouncers stonewalled him. More like they were silently passing the buck back and forth, daring each other to be the one making an executive decision. Normally that would be the head counselor’s job, but considering she’d just walked off with two ministry VIPs no less than five minutes ago, neither of them wanted to interrupt her.

“Come on, guys.” Camus chuckled. “What, you think we’re some kinda rogue HVAC maintenance crew? Like Robin Hood, but we swoop in to perform unauthorized air-conditioning repairs?”

“I’ll get a security escort for them,” one of the bouncers murmured to the other. “No big deal, machine room’s just down the hall. Scan ’em in.”

The tablet beeped three more times, flashing green.

***

I usually figured I’d spontaneously combust if I set foot in a church. On the other hand, Caitlin was managing—a hoarse cough into her sleeve notwithstanding, and an exhausted look in her eyes that told me how badly she needed a rest—and besides, this really wasn’t much of a church.

It had been beautiful once, though. I looked up to the vaulted arches, the hoary and faded stonework, and across row after row of cherry-wood pews teeming with restless attendees. Echoes of the past lived on, despite the security cameras in the eaves and the massive video wall at the front of the gallery, currently displaying a digital countdown to the start of today’s special service.

As we walked, Head Counselor Magdalene glanced at the canvas strap across my right shoulder.

“That backpack looks heavy, sir. We could place it in the coat check or if you prefer, there’s a lockbox in the management office.”

My backpack, at the moment, carried the fate of the world inside it. I gave her a thin, reserved smile.

“I’ll hold on to it, but thank you. It’s actually a gift for Hildegard, to thank her for hosting us. I know she’s not scheduled to meet us here for another hour, but that’s all right. If we have to go before she gets here, I’ll leave it for her.”

Magdalene lit up, pleased to be of service.

“Oh, don’t worry, you’ll definitely be able to give it to her in person.”

“As my colleague said,” Caitlin replied, “we do have a plane to catch. We’ll linger if we can, but in all likelihood we’ll have to leave within the hour.”

“Not a problem!” Magdalene chirped. “As soon as I found out you were here early, I made sure to give Ms. Fleiss a call and let her know. She’s on her way.”


Chapter Forty-Three


Camus unscrewed a vent cover, trying not to look behind him. A couple of irritated-looking guards with carbines slung on their shoulders milled around in the chugging, clanking shadows of the machine room, and the character he was playing wouldn’t be stressed about it. The two disguised rebels with him were doing their best to run interference, pretending to argue over which socket wrench was right for the job and speaking in technobabble, pulling the guards’ attention off his hands.

The grate lifted away, and Camus opened his stolen toolbox. He scooped up the gas bomb, nonchalant, and placed it inside.

“Hey.”

One of the guards turned his head. He nodded at Camus, then to the open grate.

“What is that?”

“Carbon monoxide detector,” he said. They had to shout to be heard, a prominent sign ordering all workers to wear ear protection. “Standard operating procedure. Don’t want to get sick, right? Just give us a minute. We’re almost done here.”

“Funny thing,” one of the security escorts said.

“Yeah?”

A silence fell between them, swallowed by the thunderous hum of the generators, as they locked eyes.

“I used to work for MDOI, too,” he said.

Camus wasn’t sure, in the moment, if the guard had actually reached for his carbine. They couldn’t take any chances. Both of the rebels snatched their silenced pipe-guns from their toolboxes and opened fire. Shots ignited in the murky light, a stray round pinging and sparking off a conduit, and one of the security escorts went down clutching his belly. The other managed to shoulder his weapon. He fired three round bursts, the eruption deafening, muzzle flash blinding as one rebel, then the other, dropped like dead weight. Camus had just enough time to get his own weapon, raise it high, and retort, killing the second escort on the spot.

The last echo of the last bullet faded away. He could still hear them, reverberating in his blown-out eardrums. Camus stood in a swirl of gunsmoke, four dead bodies—two of them his friends—lying ragged and bloody on the bare concrete around him.

He gave himself three seconds to grieve. The rest would wait for later. Only dead men hesitated. He set the timer on the gas bomb, replaced the grate, stashed his half-empty pistol back in the toolbox, and ran for the stairs.

***

“That’s weird.”

“What’s weird?”

A neon-lined warning lit up on the security display, broadcast live to the off-site monitoring station. The sentry on duty bit into his breakfast burrito, chewing thoughtfully on a mouthful of soy-meat and powdered eggs.

“One of the cathedral patrols is late reporting. They missed their half-hour check-in.”

“How late?” his boss asked, squinting as he leaned in behind the watcher’s swivel chair.

“Not bad. Three minutes. Probably taking a leak.”

“We don’t need any trouble today. Get on the horn, find out what’s what. Write their asses up if they don’t have a good excuse.”

“Rule one,” the watcher dutifully recited. “Make sure the piss always rains on somebody else.”

“It’s good advice.”

“Won’t catch me arguing.” He suddenly shot up in his chair as red lights flashed around the map, a warning chime filling the room. “Gargoyle One just activated, running on autonomous mode. Could be another rabble-rouser like we had a few days ago, but—”

“Call it in,” his boss said.

***

Sonorous organ music filled the cathedral’s grand hall as the timer on the video wall counted down, a call to the faithful. Fleiss strode down the center aisle, ignoring the smiling congregants waving and calling out to her. Someone tried to shove an autograph book in her face and she smoothly sidestepped, intent on the high security door behind the screen.

Something was wrong. Her VIPs had arrived an hour early, citing a driver mix-up as the excuse. Far from impossible, based on her own experiences with the Ministry of Transportation, but given the present circumstances…on the way over to the cathedral, her first call had been to the limo driver. He confirmed that he had not, in fact, even left yet. The schedule was correct.

Now her phone trilled in her hand, a call from the operatives she’d dispatched to the hotel. The man on the phone spoke five words.

“They’re dead. All but one.”

“One of the VIPs?”

“No, a bodyguard. They let him live for some reason. I showed him the sketches you sent me, but he says that he doesn’t recognize his attackers. Can’t even remember what they looked like.”

“Tastes of a lie,” Fleiss snapped.

“We’ll go to work on him.”

She hung up the phone in mid-stride.

One of the stained-glass windows high in the western wall, depicting the Overlord conjuring a rainbow over a parched land with her metal fist, went dark as a bulky shadow flew behind it. Then it exploded.

The colors of the world rained down, glittering like candy in the Miami sunshine, as a chrome gargoyle hurtled through the glass. For a heartbeat it looked like an avenging angel in flight: its scalloped metallic wings stretched wide, claws out and rending a beam of sunlight, mouth open in a razor-fanged roar.

It fell. Hard and fast, plummeting and trailing a cloud of black smoke. It hit the video wall and fractured it, the display going haywire and crackling with distorted light. The gargoyle slammed to the ground and kept going, its weight and momentum carrying it in a roll, leaving a cratered furrow in the centuries-old wooden floor until it finally slid to a dead stop.

The congregation was on their feet in a screaming stampede, climbing over each other and tumbling over the pews to escape. Fleiss was focused on the wreckage. The gargoyle’s armor was pitted and bubbling, corroded deeply enough in spots to see the hissing, sparking wires beneath. She wondered what could do that kind of damage, and then she got her answer.

As the crowd raced for the cathedral doors, they swung wide open. Duke Ellery sauntered in with his gang at his back, his tattooed lips curling into a smile as he spotted Fleiss on the opposite end of the gallery. The tip of his walking stick, clicking softly on the freshly waxed planks, shed wisps of bilious green gas that smelled like concentrated chlorine.

“I’ll give you this,” he called out to Fleiss. “Decent security.”

Doctor Contraire shifted her lollipop from one side of her mouth to the other. “Eh, I’ve seen better.”

She turned and scampered up the wall, her hips swaying like a centipede as she crawled to the cathedral rafters. Trigger and the two Rockies, Duke’s twin thugs, spread out and leveled their weapons. Not tommy guns this time. They’d loaded up at the police precinct, swapping their old gear for the same sleek, compact, and jet-black carbines the House of Truth’s security guards carried.

Panicked by the dead gargoyle, the flood of fleeing congregants didn’t stop. They flowed around the new arrivals, like Duke was an immovable stone in a rushing whitewater torrent, shaping the current just by standing there. He laughed, delighted, letting them pass.

“Missed meeting up with you in Noir York,” he said. “My apologies for that.”

Fleiss barely seemed to raise her voice, but it carried effortlessly over the screams of the crowd. “If you had done what you were meant to, we wouldn’t be here right now.”

“Well, that sounds like an opportunity, baby. See, a little logical deduction tells me that you’ve got a ticket from world to world, and that’s exactly what me and my crew need right now. We’re not big fans of this neighborhood and we’d like to find some prime real estate elsewhere.”

The cords of her neck tightened. This was a distraction and she couldn’t afford it.

“I do not have time for this,” she snapped.

“I can make it worth your while.”

Trigger Mortis’s voice growled under his skull mask as he framed her in his gunsights.

“You’re gonna give us what we want anyway, eventually. Why don’tcha be a smart broad and give it up for the boss right here and now? Save yourself some pain.”

Her eyes narrowed to slits.

“What,” she breathed, “do I look like to you?”

Trigger shrugged. “A taxi service?”

The security door behind Fleiss flew open and guards boiled out, fanning out in a line at her back, carbines to their shoulders as they moved with military precision.

“And you look like a dead man.” Fleiss turned her back, raised one hand high in the air, and flicked out her fingers. “Kill them all. Mind the civilians.”

Her VIPs had been murdered and replaced. The list of suspects was short and if these deviants from Noir York were here, that only left one possibility. Fleiss strode for the exit, intent on making a beeline for the vault.


Chapter Forty-Four


We were almost to the vault—I could see it at the end of the hall, a big bank-style wheel of brushed stainless steel with a biometric reader set into the rough gray stone wall beside it—when the muffled sound of screams and gunfire crackled in the distance at our backs.

Head Counselor Magdalene had been a bubbling font of nervous energy, reflexively making terrible puns and quips that were somewhere halfway to a joke as she gave us a tour of the cathedral. It was obvious she was scared to death and covering. Takes one to know one. Still, we were practically at fourth base before the outburst turned her head, her body language going skittery as a rabbit. I saw Thirty go tense and reach for her gun. I understood the impulse. Whoever was making that commotion wasn’t on our team, and things had just gone off the rails.

I shot her a warning look and shook my head. Then I placed a gentle hand on Magdalene’s shoulder, steering her forward, keeping her on task.

“Cards on the table,” I told her. “This is a robbery.”

“But…but you, but…” She was too flustered to find her voice, eyelashes fluttering.

“You seem like a really nice person.” I walked her up to the scanner. “So I’m going to need you to open this door for us, and we can all get through this with minimal fuss.”

“All we need is her eyes,” Thirty said.

“We don’t have to do that,” I said through gritted teeth, “because the head counselor here is going to cooperate. Right?”

“R-right,” Magdalene stammered.

As she put her face to the scanner, her eyes against a pair of mounted brass goggles, the pounding of boot heels turned my head. Camus was running toward us, red-faced, toolbox swinging at his side as he shot a look back over his shoulder. I knew he was going in with a team of three. He was alone now, and that was a problem.

“That you, back there?” I asked with a nod toward the muffled sound of gunfire. Rifles cracked from down the hall.

“No idea who that is. Things went sideways in the machine room. Had to take out the guards.”

“And…” Thirty stared at him, the obvious question dying on her lips.

He told her with a glance. She already knew the answer anyway.

“Two more,” she breathed. “Two more of us, gone. Just like that.”

I felt her glare on the back of my neck, but I couldn’t worry about that right now. We were too close to the prize, and the vault door began to rumble open, swinging wide. The corridor beyond was entirely of modern design, the walls jacketed in sheets of metal and a grid of steel rivets.

“Did you manage to cut the outgoing comms?” I asked Camus.

He shrugged. “We snipped the automated alarm line, but…”

A crash echoed from up the hall, and a sharp scream ended in a burst of rifle fire.

“Whoever that is, whatever that is,” he said, “they’re making enough noise to wake the dead.”

I took Magdalene by her shoulders, hands gentle, my eyes locked on hers.

“I need you to tell me the truth, okay? Very important. If word gets to the remote monitoring station, and they get nervous enough to lock the cathedral down, what happens to the book?”

She swallowed, hard. “It’s in a reliquary on a moving pedestal. If a full lockdown is ordered, there’s a device to pull it into the wall and bring down a slab of metal to seal it in until Ms. Fleiss personally releases it.”

There weren’t any lies in her. Not enough room with all the fear. I pointed up the hall.

“Good girl. Now run.”

Didn’t need to tell her twice. As Magdaline broke into a sprint, Thirty drew her sidearm. She raised it, aiming for the woman’s back. I stepped in, quick, put my hand on her wrist and shoved it down. She glared at me with tears in her eyes, too furious to even speak.

“We’re going for the book,” I told Camus, talking past her. “Take Thirty and get out while you still can.”

He shook his head. “I’m seeing this through. Got nothing to go back for. Blaze of glory is all I wanted anyway.”

He could do what he wanted. No time to argue. I charged up the riveted hallway with Caitlin at my side. For all I knew, we were already too late.

As we reached the end of the hallway, I realized that we almost were. The vault room was a metal-shelled octagon, the walls so polished I saw my reflection doubled back at me from every angle. The floor was white marble save for a pair of tracks, like a tiny railroad, set into the stone and running from the heart of the room to an open alcove in the opposite wall.

Just like Magdalene said, there was a marble pedestal topped by a case of thick glass, and it was already moving. The tracks chugged as the pedestal slid away from me, rolling toward the alcove, the opening just wide enough to seal it in. And there, inside the glass on a pillow of purple velvet, sat the final book. The cover promised the Overlord’s wisdom but all I saw was death, an ocean of chaos inside the pages, aching to be unleashed.

The book wasn’t attacking us and I wasn’t sure why. I couldn’t even think about that yet, not with the prize about to slip out of our hands forever. I put my back to the rolling pedestal, digging my heels into the smooth marble floor. All it did was push me along with it, inch by relentless inch, threatening to crush me inside the alcove. I looked around, frantic, hunting for anything in the otherwise empty vault to help stem the tide.

“Camus!” I shouted. “Toolbox!”

He swung his arm and let it fly. The battered toolbox hit the floor and slid, spinning my way. The gap was almost nothing now, a few scant inches between the pedestal, me, and the wall. I caught the toolbox by the handle and swapped places, jamming it onto the tracks.

The pedestal hit the toolbox and stalled. The tracks rattled, straining, but the toolbox was wedged too tight to slide out of the way. I caught my breath and got to my feet. Safe, for the moment.

Then, with a mechanical whine, the toolbox began to buckle. The metal crumpled, caught between the pedestal’s edge and one side of the alcove opening, starting to bend and warp. I could still make it. I reached for the glass case and then froze. There was more magic in play here than the book itself. My fingertips itched, a wall of invisible needles prickling against them.

It’s a trick, I realized. I’m supposed to panic.

Good trick. It’s working.

Caitlin had an idea of her own. She unfurled her bullwhip, but not for a fight. The hilt was forged of cold brass, thick and ornate, engraved with infernal runes. As the track mechanism let out a shrill grinding echo and the toolbox kept buckling, crushed into scrap, she slipped the whip handle between the pedestal and the alcove wall.

This time it held. The tracks shook and I smelled acrid smoke, like an electrical fire just under our feet. She showed her teeth.

“Infernal-forged brass,” she said. “Not indestructible, but for our purposes…close enough.”

Had to focus up. I let my physical eyes go blurry, my third eye opening wide, hunting for the hidden truth. Now that I had a second to breathe, the real trap was right there in front of me. Not the glass case, that was simple: thick, but the lock was more ornate than secure and if I didn’t have time to pick it, I could just smash my way in. Easy.

Easy, because Fleiss wanted me to do it.

She had taken a fine drill and etched thin, spidery, nearly invisible sigils along the base of the glass case, boring them into the marble and charging them with the fury of an ancient war-witch. They were the magical equivalent of a tripwire: opening the case would set them off instantly. I suspected using the proper key would bypass the trap, but we didn’t have the key and weren’t going to get our hands on one. I had to attack the problem directly.

“Oh, you are good,” I murmured, crouching and running my fingertip along the lines, racking my brain. The occult sigils stirred memories drawn from a dozen Renaissance spellbooks, remixed and refined for her own purposes. Meanwhile, Caitlin was eyeing the book under the glass as if it was a scorpion ready to sting.

“Why isn’t it attacking us?” she asked.

“Because of the edge we never really had. Remember what I said when we first landed here? Fleiss and the Enemy know what we’re doing, they know what we’ve done, but they don’t know how. She had to hedge her bets and account for as many possibilities as she could think of.”

I pointed to the engravings.

“This is a stasis rune. Not for us. The book. It’s being kept asleep, just like Canton’s watch is doing to the two in my backpack. And this…this one triggers a paralysis spell. If I’m guessing right, just strong enough to lay a whammy on anyone within five feet of the case.”

“Break the glass,” Caitlin mused, “and freeze, leaving us utterly helpless. And at the same time, the book awakens.”

“And presumably takes care of business. By the time the paralysis wears off, we’ll be fried, flash-frozen, turned inside out, or shunted to another planet. Fleiss wanted us to think that she was the main threat. Then we race in here, get reckless, and the book finishes us off.” I held up a finger. “Watch the door and buy me a few minutes. I can disarm these.”

I got to work, visualizing the spell as an ornate spiderweb of magical threads, glowing and seething with potential and aching to explode. Fleiss had built a bomb that wanted to go off, and it was three inches from my face. Just had to focus up and cut the right wires.

Then I heard the sound of a revolver’s hammer clicking back, just behind my head.

“Actually,” Thirty said, “I’ve got a better idea. That…machine you have. The device that opens doors to other worlds. You’re going to give it to me. Now.”


Chapter Forty-Five


It was hard to find good help these days.

Both of the Rockies were dead, but they’d served their purpose. The cathedral was a slaughterhouse, bloody corpses in uniform draped over the bullet-riddled pews, silence finally descending in the wake of the gunfight. Duke clicked his tongue, plucked the silk handkerchief from his breast pocket, and gingerly mopped a few drops of sweat from his temple.

“Sweetheart? Trigger? You copacetic?”

Contraire rose from behind an overturned pew, wiping the back of her hand across her mouth. She wore a smear of fresh blood like war paint as she chewed. Trigger’s voice barked from the far side of the gallery, where he was going from fallen guard to fallen guard, delivering kill shots to anyone still twitching.

“Fleiss ain’t here, boss.”

Duke tossed his cane in the air, caught it, and spun it with a flourish before pointing the way forward.

“No shit, baby, she took a powder as soon as the fun started. C’mon, let’s catch up and reintroduce ourselves.”

***

“Thirty,” Camus asked in a quivering voice. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“Leaving,” she said. I saw Caitlin unsteady on her feet, quietly considering her options. Thirty’s gun was aimed point blank at the back of my head. Cait was fast, but not fast enough to stop her from pulling the trigger.

“Is that what this is about?” I said. “We can take you with us! You just have to let me finish this, and we can all leave together. You don’t have to do this.”

“You don’t get it,” Thirty hissed. “I have lost friend after friend since Camus dragged me into this stupid fucking war. And then you and your bitch come along and made everything worse.”

“Careful,” I said.

“You don’t get to say that! You don’t get to tell me to be careful when I’ve got the gun.” She shoved the muzzle against my skull, hard. “I don’t just want to find a better world to live in. No, it’s more than that. Because of you, three more of my friends are dead. Because of you, this entire rebel cell is burned and nobody’s going to survive the blowback.”

“I told you,” Camus said, “when you signed up—”

“Shut up, Camus!” She gave the muzzle another shove. “I want revenge. So no, I’m not going to let you ‘take me with you.’ I’m leaving. And I’m leaving you here, to die in my place.”

Faint applause, a single pair of hands slowly clapping, echoed across the vault.

“And this,” Fleiss said, circling the room like a shark as she took in the scene, “is why Nadia doesn’t take you people seriously. You ‘rebels’ can’t go five seconds without losing your nerve and stabbing each other in the back. Say what you want about us, but at least we know what discipline means.”

I felt the muzzle shiver against the back of my head. Thirty was walking a high-tension wire, on the verge of complete panic. And if she snapped, I’d be the first casualty.

“But you don’t have to die today,” Fleiss told Thirty. “All you have to do…is pull the trigger. Kill Daniel, and I’ll let you walk away.”

“I won’t,” Caitlin promised.

“She can’t stop you,” Fleiss said. “Do it. Pull the trigger.”

“And…” There was a tremor in her voice. “You swear it? You’ll let me go?”

“With a full legal pardon. I have that power.”

It didn’t make sense, but Thirty was a cornered rat and she wasn’t on speaking terms with rationality right now.

“I want you to ask yourself something,” Caitlin told her. “Why isn’t she doing it herself?”

Thirty squinted. “Huh?”

“Why is she standing on the far side of the vault and telling you to pull the trigger? Why won’t she just do it herself, and kill you and Camus too? What does she gain from this deal?”

“She’s just trying to confuse you,” Fleiss said. “But you can be forgiven. The Overlord forgives.”

Why was she playing with her food? Caitlin was right: nothing was stopping Fleiss from flipping into blade-arm mode and going on a rampage. But she wasn’t, and she was keeping a careful distance from us.

Wait. Not from us.

From it.

“I’ll tell you why,” I said. “Because the last thing Ms. Fleiss wants is for this case to open. Oh, she rigged the trap, and it would have worked perfectly if I fell for it, but this way is even better for her. It’s like this: what the books know, the Enemy knows. And since all three of them are in stasis right now, they basically know nothing.”

Caitlin smiled, showing rows of shark teeth. “And if that glass breaks, the book wakes up, and he sees it all. His worst enemies, a heartbeat away from destroying his most precious relics. And his right-hand woman, barely managing to stop us.”

“Her boss—her real boss, not the Overlord—sees all, knows all, and finds out just how badly she fucked up.” I turned to meet Fleiss’s gaze. The truth was written on her face, the tightness in her cheeks, the nervous crinkle at the corners of her eyes. “And she cares about that a hell of a lot more than she cares about killing us. Don’t get me wrong, she wants us dead in the worst way, just…not as much. If she can clear the board without him ever learning what really went down, she comes out smelling like roses and all is forgiven.”

Caitlin sidled up to the pedestal, still shaking as it struggled to roll on its blocked tracks. She clenched a fist and held it over the display case.

“Pull that trigger,” she told Thirty, “and I break the glass.”

“You’ll die,” Fleiss said.

“Mm-hmm. And if my consort is dead, my mission is failed, and all hope for my favorite world is lost, how much, exactly, do you think I have to live for? My duty, in fact, will most likely be to return to hell and aid in shoring up its defenses. You can send me there directly and save me some precious time. Death, for me, is nothing but a transition of matter from one state to another. Well…technically that’s what it is for everybody, but I think you understand my meaning.”

Caitlin lurched forward, coughing herself hoarse. She didn’t cover her mouth; flecks of black blood spattered the case and glinted on her lips.

“I hate to break it to you,” she told Fleiss, “but this body is dying anyway. Picked up a bug. We talked to an expert, back in Noir York, who told us there’s no cure. I’m falling apart, and I was never planning on making it back home alive.”

You beautiful, beautiful woman. She was halfway lying, in the best tradition of demons, seeding her gambit in the soil of truth. We were solidly certain that this fatigue that had been chasing her since we left our world was some kind of dimensional oddity, and that she’d be fine once we got her home. This was never meant to be a suicide run. All the same, she’d gone out of her way to cough up a storm and make sure Fleiss saw the blood, using her sickness to sell a story.

“I have very little to lose right now,” Caitlin said, “so much less than you. Tell Thirty to lower her weapon, and we can negotiate like mature adults. But decide fast. My muscles are aching, and my fist is feeling heavier and heavier by the moment.”

“You cats are having way too much fun without me.”

Duke Ellery swaggered into the vault, Trigger Mortis and Doctor Contraire flanking him. They covered the only way out, a slim carbine in Trigger’s gloved grip. Duke didn’t bother with a gun: he had both hands on his walking stick, which glowed with rancid malevolence in my second sight.

“I love this,” he said. “Everybody with the drop on everybody else. Can’t make a move without a bloodbath. There really ought to be a word for that.”

“Mexican standoff,” I said.

He squinted at me. “What’s a Mexican? Forget it. Look, I see two people with a ride off this planet. I’m not an unreasonable man. I only need one of you to become my new chauffeur. There’s even a prize involved! The one of you that volunteers gets to live. The other, not so much. You need time to talk it out, or…?”

This situation had spiraled out of control. I could either let nature take its course, and die, or take a risk, and probably die. Not a hard choice.

“I have one question,” I said.

All eyes were on me.

“Camus? Before things went wrong, did you do what I asked you to do?”

“We got the job done,” he said, the faintest glimmer of a smile in his eyes.

“Excellent. Means the timer should be just about up.”

“Timer?” Fleiss said.

Jennifer’s homemade bomb didn’t erupt with a bang. There was no concussive shockwave, no roar of thunder, just a rattlesnake hiss echoing behind the riveted walls around us. Then, pouring from the filtration vents and simmering up from under the jammed tracks, slithering through the mechanism under our feet, the gas began to flow.

The air went hazy at first, wavering like a heat mirage. Then it took on color, the yellow of smog.

“What…what is that?” Fleiss demanded.

“Already told you, we were never planning on going home,” I lied. “That was our insurance policy. Poison gas. Guaranteed to kill anyone still in the building.”

I took a chance and faced Thirty square on, her gun pointed between my eyes.

“That is, unless you get out before you inhale a few good lungfuls of the stuff. I bet you could hold your breath all the way to the exit. But only if you go now.”

The effect was already taking hold. I was woozy, lightheaded, vision swimming in and out of focus as the fog grew thicker. I knew the stuff was harmless, but Thirty was feeling the same things I was and picturing the worst-case scenario. From the horrified look on her face, she was imagining her organs shutting down.

The gun shook in her hand, uncertain, and Camus made his move.

He lunged, tackled Thirty, and hauled her to the floor. I heard the gun go off between them, a bullet finding its home in somebody’s belly. I reeled on my feet, the gas turning into a roiling yellow cloud that bathed the edges of the vault in darkness, turning everyone around me into living shadows. Or maybe that was just how I saw it, my muscles tingling, veins flooded with golden light. When Jennifer cooked, she didn’t mess around.

I was thankful for two things. As an incarnate demon, Caitlin had a resistance to toxins that no human could match. And as for me…I’d done a lot of drugs with Jennifer.

Fleiss was moving slower than usual, wobbly, but it would take more than some chemicals to stop her. Her arm melted, steel shining beneath the watery flesh, shaping her hand into a lethal blade as she charged. Caitlin met her in the fog, lashing out with a snap-kick that doubled her over, then backhanding her to the floor. Duke inched back toward the only way out, clearly worried about the “poison gas,” but his crew were berserkers. Contraire streaked for me, her scalpels flashing in the mist, while Trigger shouldered his carbine and fired off a wild blast. Bullets ricocheted off the riveted vault walls, trailing sparks.

I retreated toward the far wall of the vault. Not fear, but strategy, as I unslung my backpack. Cait saw my play and backed me up. She gave Fleiss’s shoulder a firm kick, knocking her over and keeping her down for a couple of precious seconds more, than fell back instead of pressing the attack. Contraire was almost on top of me, but she slashed with her blades like a drunk, one scalpel gleaming just shy of my cheek, the other missing by a mile.

I used the weapon at hand and swung the backpack as hard as I could, smashing her across the head with it and dropping her. Irresponsible, but I wasn’t exactly in my right mind. The room swam around me, my limbs feeling like helium balloons, and I struggled to keep a single idea in my grasp before it flitted right out of my addled brain.

“Cait,” I called out. “The glass!”

Thirty and Camus were still struggling for the gun, but the hot dark stain spreading across his boiler suit told me who had taken the bullet. Caitlin came at them like a freight train, reached down, grabbed Thirty by the throat and hoisted her up in the air. Then, without losing a step, Cait threw her like a javelin.

Thirty hit the display case headfirst and her neck snapped like a gunshot, louder than the sound of shattering glass. The sigils went off, flashbulbs popping, but we’d gotten clear of the paralysis spell. Then the room rumbled, the floor shaking under our feet, the roar of a tornado spinning to life.

The book was awake.


Chapter Forty-Six


Iwas ready.

There had been a little method to my madness when I smacked Duke’s girlfriend with the backpack. Specifically, the rebels had come through with that one last thing I’d asked for: enough gasoline to fill a balloon. Oh, and the balloon itself, which I’d nestled carefully in the outside pouch. I’d popped it open on Contraire’s skull and now the backpack was a sodden mess, the gas soaking into every nook and cranny, filling the air with a sinus-searing stench as I flicked my lighter.

The backpack ignited like a torch, flames singeing my fingertips as I reared back and threw it as hard as I could. It sailed through the air in an arc that felt like slow motion, time on the edge of freezing solid.

It landed on top of the broken display case. All three books united at last, pinned by Canton’s pocket watch, lit up in a flash. And they screamed.

I would call it a sound straight from hell, but I’d been to hell and never heard anything like it. It was the screech of nails down an eternal blackboard, the howl of realizing you’ve lost everything, of someone’s soul being stuffed in a blender set to “liquefy.” Motes of purple and black light swirled from the flaming wreckage, centuries of the Enemy’s stored-up power escaping, vanishing back to whatever conquered worlds he’d stolen it from.

Fleiss scrambled to her feet, but she wasn’t coming for me or Caitlin. She hurled herself onto the pyre and her scream joined the books’ but hers wasn’t born from physical pain, just despair. Despair and fear as her sleeves caught fire and her hands burned, desperately hammering the gasoline fire. Her fingers charred, the flames licking her downturned face, flesh blistering and then peeling, flaking away like oil paint from a canvas. She couldn’t stop the books from burning, but she’d kill herself just to try.

I didn’t want her to die. Couldn’t think about that right now because everything was moving at the speed of sound and she wasn’t the only monster in the room. I could see better now, the fog starting to clear, only so much gas in Jennifer’s powerful little bomb. Still wobbly on my feet and not entirely sure about my hands, but the weirdo in the skull mask was aiming for Cait. I got my gun out and held it in a Weaver stance, both hands on the grip, feet squared, as steady as I could manage.

“Drop it. Or I drop you.”

The carbine clattered to the floor. At his side, Duke Ellery seemed unconcerned and unarmed, but I couldn’t miss the wisps of bilious green vapor escaping from the tip of his walking stick. His fingers curled eagerly around the golden lion-shaped handle.

“Raise that cane,” I warned him, “and find out what happens next.”

I had more important things to deal with. Camus was flat on his back, his boiler suit soaked in blood from the belly shot, glazed eyes on the vault ceiling. I crouched beside him, two fingers to his neck. His pulse was a slow and ragged drumbeat.

“Trusted the wrong people.” His laugh was a rough, pained rasp, sandpaper on an open wound.

“Hold on. We’re going to open up a door. I’ll get you to a hospital on my world. You’ll be okay.”

“Way…” He convulsed, wincing. “…way past that now. We won. Good enough for me. Told you what I always wanted. Only thing I wanted. Blaze of glory. Don’t want to…don’t want to spend my last seconds auditing my own fuck-ups. Do one thing for me.”

His artificial eye went dark before his real one did. The lens flickered, powering down, like the machine knew its host was all but gone.

“You’ve got your own war to fight. When you get home,” Camus croaked, “you give that fucker hell.”

The pulse under my fingertips went still. I kept them there, like he might not be dead, like I might feel some kind of miracle. But I’d used up my quota of miracles for the day.

Duke Ellery’s voice broke the silence.

“You’re a kindred soul,” he said.

“Really?” I pulled myself away from Camus’s body and pointed my gun at him. “Right here, right now, you’re going to give me the ‘you and I aren’t so different’ speech? Learn to read a goddamn room.”

“A few years in my town, on my crew, would toughen you up just right. I can make that happen. Join me. Let’s get out of here.”

“I’ve got a message for you,” I told him. “From Danielle Faust.”

Duke snorted. “C’mon, son. You think I’m afraid of a bullet? I was never born, I was written. And what was never born can never die.”

I shot him in the kneecap.

He screeched and crumpled, hitting the floor, clinging to his cane with both hands. It had been an affectation. Now he’d need it to stand up again, and that meant he couldn’t use it as a weapon.

“Danielle says ‘hi,’” I told him.

Caitlin reached down, curled her fingers around the handle of her whip, and yanked it free. The tracks chugged, spitting sparks, as the marble pedestal resumed its inevitable ride into the alcove. The books burned, flames roiling with clouds of purple-tinged smoke. Fleiss let the pedestal drag her along, her arms around it like she was clinging to a lover who just left her.

Then, as it slid into the wall, her hands slipped free. She collapsed to the ground, sobbing, one fist hammering the floor as a slab of stone descended to seal what little was left of the Enemy’s smoldering books, and Canton’s pocket watch, in darkness.

“Hey,” I said.

Cait sidestepped around me, whip in hand, and gave me a silent nod.

I crouched down beside Fleiss. I could feel her terror, louder than our triumph. We’d just done something no one in centuries had: we’d hurt the Enemy. Taken his stored-up power and destroyed it in flames. It wasn’t a guarantee of victory, far from it: he was still an undying monster who was created to burn entire planets, and he was still coming for our home, but we’d weakened him. How much? Too soon to tell, but I knew the bastard would feel it. Right here, right now, that wasn’t what I was thinking about.

“Part of my job,” I told Fleiss, “is still the same as it ever was, even back when I was nothing but a wand for hire. I fix things for people. And right now, I’m going to fix this for you.”

“He’s going to…” She lifted her tear-streaked face, her eyes a million worlds away. “Just kill me. You won. Just kill me and get it over with.”

“Shut up. Listen. The first thing you’re going to do is go to the Overlord and confess everything. If she’s as much like Nessa as I think she is, she’ll understand. She’ll be furious, but she’ll understand. If she’s got a problem, tell her to take it out on me. Now, as fast as we burned the books, there’s a good chance the Enemy didn’t see anything, but we’re not going to gamble on that. You’re going to tell him that it was me, but the reason you couldn’t stop me—the reason you couldn’t possibly have stopped me—is because I had help.”

Her wet cheeks were quivering, eyes uncertain.

“Help?”

Canton’s pocket watch was melting in the sealed alcove, nestled between curled and blackened pages. We’d been banking on the Enemy’s lack of information since the start, prowling under the fog of war. He knew what we were doing, but not how. I saw a way we could use that one last time. But not for us. For her.

“The Enemy knows that we can travel across worlds, but he doesn’t know the specifics.”

“I don’t know—”

“Not the point,” I said. “He was trapped on a sealed-off planet, imprisoned for centuries, before you managed to spring him. Tell him I went there. I found something he missed, something he forgot, a spark of his power. When you found out what I was planning, you raced to the cathedral to confront me, but my power was…god-like. Just like his. A twin. I gloated about it, after I beat you down.”

She squinted at me, one shaky hand wiping away her tears. “You don’t gloat.”

“No, but he does, and he’s convinced that everyone thinks just like him. I didn’t just destroy the books, I siphoned them. I literally used his own power to defeat you. The Enemy is a narcissist. The only loss he’s willing to tolerate is one at his own hands. Play it up. Tell him that fighting me was like fighting him: impossible.”

Fleiss took slow breaths, from ragged to steady, pushing herself up to her knees. She studied me, questions in her eyes.

“Do you think that will scare him away? Even if it did, he does as he was created to do. Your world is still next on the butcher’s block.”

“Not about me,” I said. “Not about my world. This is for you. And then there’s the question of what comes after. You really love it here, don’t you?”

She glanced down, biting her bottom lip.

“I know what you must think. But…this has always been a happy place for me. And Nadia has been kind to me. I don’t know if she still will, when she finds out what I really am, who I really serve—”

“Tell her,” Caitlin said. “I think you might be pleasantly surprised.”

“I’d say that you could come with us instead,” I told her, “but I already know the answer. So right now, before anything else, you’ve got one priority.”

I nodded over at Duke Ellery, glaring daggers at me as he clutched his bleeding leg.

“Send these comic-book assholes home. They belong in Noir York, and I think the entire multiverse will thank you for it.”

“I can do that,” Fleiss said.

I hesitated, mulling over a sudden idea, and reached into my back pocket. I brandished a slim, narrow circuit board, one of the cards from MacDermott’s prototype portal gun, and held it out to her.

“Use this,” I said.

Fleiss furrowed her brow, curious. She didn’t need technology to cut doors between worlds; it was simply what she did, what she was. But she was also smart enough to spot a scheme. And for the first time, I saw her quirk the tiniest hint of a smile.

***

The street outside the cathedral was a crush of crowds, cameras, SUN news vans choking the road, and flying machines painted in cobalt and black hovering in the smoggy sky. Caitlin and I slipped out and got lost in the mess. A helmeted cop called us out and I played up the panic.

“Maniacs in there!” I cried. “Absolute maniacs! You have to stop them!”

Cait grabbed my hand and we ran two more blocks. The Barracuda sat at the curb, waiting for us.

“I’m curious,” she said. “Why did you give Fleiss the portal card for Noir York City? She’s a Cutting Knife. She can open doorways to any world she’s ever seen.”

I clicked my key fob. The locks popped with a squawk, and I jumped into the driver’s seat. She fell in alongside me, no time to waste.

“Oh, that wasn’t the Noir York card.”

The Hemi rumbled to life, the steering wheel shivering in my hands. My car was a thoroughbred and it wanted to race. In the corner of my eye, Caitlin gave me a look.

“Remember when we first jumped here,” I said, “and we got dumped in the middle of a highway, pointed straight into oncoming traffic?”

The distant, muffled sound of an explosion turned my head. On the skyway above us, horns blared over the sound of crunching bumpers. Caitlin leaned back in the passenger seat, pale, exhausted…and giggled.

“Do you think that will finish them?”

“Oh,” I said, “no way. I’m pretty sure they’re so rooted in their homeworld that they’ll regenerate there eventually. Can’t write a good villain out of the story. All the same, I figured we could buy Roy and Lucy a few weeks of breathing room.”

“Mm-hmm,” Caitlin said. “That was your motivation.”

“Maybe I wanted to fuck with ’em a little bit.”

“And there’s the man I love. Master of the…hmm, what’s the human term for it? ‘Dick move.’”

“Oh, please.” I pulled into traffic, hunting for a wall we could use for a portal. “You’re from hell. You people invented dick moves.”

“We learned it from watching you,” she said. “You’re a corrupting influence. Simply terrible. I might lose my purity.”

“Love you too,” I told her.


Epilogue


We returned home in a flash of light, then darkness. It was half past two in the morning on our world. Caitlin lowered the window, leaning out, breathing the desert air.

“Better,” she said, answering my unspoken question. “Some mending to do but…better. I feel my energy here. I feel my roots.”

I felt mine, too. We cruised down a long and empty highway, red rocks rising across the sandy flats, headlights carving a path through the night. Home wasn’t a word that had ever meant much to me. Mine, as a kid, was a place to be afraid of. Home didn’t mean sanctuary; it meant pain.

But I got out. I survived. And I learned that the world was so much bigger, and so much kinder, than I could have imagined.

Bentley and Corman took me in. I wasn’t their blood, but they made me their son all the same. They chose me. And they taught me, through that act of love, that I could choose others. That I could lift people up, the way they lifted me up. I built a family I could call my own.

I wasn’t a good guy. I wasn’t a hero. The things I’d done could send me to prison for two hundred years, and to be honest, I would probably deserve it. And knowing what I knew, I could walk away. The prototype sat on the floor at Caitlin’s feet, battery burned out, four red lights behind the trigger, but there were other ways to travel. If I started right now—grabbed MacDermott and forced him to build another one, found a world far away from the Enemy and his plans—I could round up everyone I loved and get us all out before doomsday.

But at the end of the day, there was evil shit I could live with, and evil shit I couldn’t. My conscience could only carry so much weight and leaving an entire planet to die, when I could have saved it, was one step over the line. So I’d stay. And fight.

“Besides,” I said.

Caitlin, drowsy, resting in the passenger seat, glanced over at me. “Hmm?”

“We have to protect this planet,” I said. “It’s where you keep your stuff.”

***

Back in Vegas, I dropped her off at her condo so she could get some well-deserved rest. I needed some time to think. I drove to the American, parking the ’Cuda next to a sleeping earthmover in the half-finished parking lot.

The plastic-shrouded tables, the empty bar waiting for customers, felt like hubris now. I had always wanted to own a nightclub, but I had to admit there was a serious chance the world would end before I ever got to open its doors.

“Then again,” I said to the empty room, “if we win, this place is going to host the party to end all parties. Just gotta earn it first.”

My phone buzzed against my hip. The screen said Unknown Caller but I was pretty sure I knew who was on the other end. I clicked Accept, put it to my ear, and listened.

“How?” the Enemy seethed. “How did you do it?”

“I don’t know how things work on other planets,” I told him, “but on this one, a magician never reveals his secrets.”

“You think you’ve won?”

“Not even close,” I admitted, but he was already talking over me.

“That was just my reserve power. My reservoir of strength for a rainy day if I ever needed it. Which I won’t, not when it comes to your world. Your Paladin is a joke.”

“I would hope, by now,” I said, “you would have figured out the score. You’re not just fighting the Paladin this time around. Melanie’s got an army behind her, and we’re all aching to kick your ass.”

He was silent for a moment.

“I can bring an army, too,” he said.

I know, I know. Taunting the destroyer of worlds was a bad idea. All the same, I was fired up, and one thing was certain: we’d hurt him tonight. He was wounded, but not down for the count. And few things in nature are more dangerous than a wounded animal. If we didn’t press the advantage now, he’d find a way to turn the tables.

“In that case,” I said, “I have four words for you.”

“Which are?”

I leaned back against the bar, gazing out across the empty nightclub.

“Time and place, asshole.”

“So eager for your own annihilation? All right. I can accommodate that. Your army, against mine?”

“And you against Melanie,” I said. “But you’re going to have to get through me first.”

A dry chuckle washed over the speaker.

“Oh dear. You have a grossly overinflated estimation of your own abilities.”

“Recent events would argue otherwise. But here’s the thing: I know you’re a walking nightmare. I know you’ve burned more worlds than I’ll ever see. I know there’s a pretty good chance, even now, that when we go toe-to-toe, you’ll wipe us out and move on without a second thought.”

“Then why persist?” He sounded genuinely curious.

“Because I’m a gambler. And there’s a time at the poker table—not every game, not even most, but sometimes, when you know the moment is right—to go all-in. I’m wagering every chip I have. One hand, winner takes all. So I ask you again: time and place.”

“I like to work under a full moon,” he said. “How about you?”

“More light to dance by.”

“Agreed. So. Let me check my calendar. The next full moon is in nine days. Too soon for me. I’m…working on something special, just for you. So how about next month? That gives you roughly forty days to put your affairs in order. Your entire planet’s affairs.”

It would have been easy to put this off. Like a trip to the dentist, even when you knew it was necessary and good, it wasn’t hard to find reasons to squirm out of it. All the same, we had the best edge we were ever going to get. The time had to be now.

“We’ll be there,” I said. “Preference of venue?”

“Oh, Vegas, certainly. I’m not just going to kill everyone you’ve ever loved, Daniel. I’m going to destroy your home. And make you watch.”

“Can we start with Circus Circus? Because honestly, that place has always creeped me out. Wait, you’re not bringing an army of clowns, right?”

He hung up on me.

I couldn’t blame him. I got quippy when I was nervous. And standing there alone, in the sudden stillness, I felt the weight of it all. Doomsday was coming. If I didn’t get this right—every angle, every gambit, every play I saw coming and every play I didn’t—billions of people were going to die.

“Nobody elected me to handle this shit,” I told the empty nightclub.

The silence had no answer.

In the quiet, I thought back to something Corman had taught me, so many years ago, as he made playing cards dance across his fingers. They passed from hand to hand, spades turned to hearts and diamonds, riffling and unfurling like a peacock’s feathers.

“You can’t choose the cards you’re dealt, kiddo,” he told me. “Nobody can. But here’s the trick: know what magic really is, when you get right down to it? Magic is figuring out ways to deal yourself a new hand when the dealer isn’t looking.”

After the roller coaster I’d just been on, all I wanted to do was rest. To sleep for a day or two or maybe five and get my strength back. But the end of the world was coming in forty days, give or take, and everybody was looking to me to call the shots.

My soldiers could sleep tonight. I had work to do.


Afterword


And here we go!

First up, my apologies for taking so long to get this book in your hands. It was a delay caused by something good, actually: after twelve years as a professional writer, I finally landed a pair of fantastic literary agents. Of course, they then needed me to work on some projects so that they could try to sell said projects. And then I got a contract from Aethon for the Neon Meridian series, and they wanted them ASAP, and I pride myself on sticking to deadlines, so…yeah, it was just a lot of Stuff Needing to Get Done. The next installment should not take anywhere near this long.

On that note, per the plan, there are four books remaining. The next, of course, is the final showdown between Daniel and the Enemy. That's not the end of the story, though, as Dan's other foes haven't been sitting idle, and big things are moving behind the scenes. I plan to wrap up the series with one final trilogy of books, tentatively called the Succession War, to send Daniel and Caitlin off with a bang.

For now, I'd like to thank everyone who makes these books possible. My editor, Kira Rubenthaler; my cover designer, James T. Egan; my audiobook narrator, Adam Verner; and my agents, Andrea and Lydia. And of course, you, for reading, I couldn't do what I do without you all.

If you’d like to get on the official mailing list and find out when new releases drop, you can find me over at www.craigschaeferbooks.com. See you soon!
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Want more of this stuff? You have my eternal gratitude. Here are a few jumping-on points:

The main spinoff to the Faust series begins with Harmony Black (and a later volume, Right to the Kill, serves as a soft series reboot.)

Meanwhile, if you want to see more of the Noir York crew, Any Minor World is where that kicks off.

And if you'd like a glimpse of the future, check out Catch and Kill from my friends at Aethon Books.
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