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The Story So Far


  
  Daniel Faust has a foot in two worlds. In Las Vegas he carries a gun—and an enchanted deck of cards—as an enforcer for the criminal underworld. He’s also one of the rare humans to ever receive a knighthood in the courts of hell, an honor he didn’t want or ask for.

  The Enemy, a living nightmare from the first story ever told, has targeted Daniel and his crew for destruction. Not long ago, the Enemy brought in a little extra help. He made an alliance with the Network, an interdimensional crime syndicate, and its Vegas representative: Elmer Donaghy, a necromancer from a plague-blasted parallel world. With the aid of his friends, Daniel defeated Elmer’s plans, escaped a deadly trap, and managed to reconcile with his long-lost brother.

  Now Daniel and his nemesis are racing for the same prize, artifacts belonging to a dead 1940s stage magician named Howard Canton. Daniel doesn’t know why the Enemy wants them so badly, or why he’s dispatched thieves around the globe to snatch up Canton’s legacy, but he’s determined to find out.

  Other characters from the first story are revealing themselves at last, as Earth hurtles toward its inescapable climax. Just like they have been on so many other parallel worlds, the Enemy and the Paladin are due for a showdown. The winner takes all, and if the Enemy wins—as he usually does—the planet dies, consumed by horror and fire. And nobody knows who, or where, the Paladin is.

  The machinations of an ancient coven recently pushed Daniel into the path of two other reincarnated characters, the Witch and her Knight. What ensued was a cross-country scramble against a ticking clock and a small army of assassins, as Daniel fought to keep his charges alive and help them find a lost treasure: Wisdom’s Grave, the resting place of the first witch who ever lived and, they hoped, a key to breaking their endless cycle of death and reincarnation.

  That story ended on a dark night in upstate New York, at an abandoned zoo, where friends and foes came together to fight a greater enemy. Among the denizens of the occult underground the “Wisdom’s Grave incident” is the stuff of whispers and legends. Some say that a king was killed that night. Some say that God himself died at the hands of a vengeful witch. Some say that the very fabric of magic was changed forever.

  Daniel Faust was there. He doesn’t talk about it, save to say that he fought alongside some of the bravest people he’s ever known. And when that long and terrible night was over, and the smoke cleared, not all of his friends came home again.

  




  
  





1.


  
  The mortician did a good job. Carolyn Saunders was a sleeping beauty on quilted white satin, eyes closed, and a deft hand with a makeup brush had left her radiant. She glowed with the kind of peace I knew she never found in life. Then again, do any of us? I remembered her last words as she lay pinned in the alien wreckage, half-crushed under a slab of fallen steel. Did we win?

  We told her we did. Then she died. I was still trying to figure out if we lied or not.

  Caitlin’s hand, manicured nails glistening like dark cherries, curled on my shoulder. We were twins in funeral black. I turned to one side, met her questioning glance, then looked behind us. Small turnout today and most of the softly whispering mourners in the parlor were part of my crew, members of my family of choice. The only unfamiliar faces were locals. Blood relations, I thought at first. Then I made enough small talk to find out that Carolyn had her own family of choice. A couple of librarians, the clerk at the grocery store, her mailman. They came with their memories, their funny anecdotes, their questions. They’d leave with them, too. As far as they knew, she’d died of a sudden and inexplicable heart condition.

  “I don’t like it,” I said.

  Caitlin understood what I meant. She always did.

  “We can hardly print the truth on her gravestone,” she said.

  I knew she was right, but I needed to argue anyway. “She deserves better than this.”

  “We know.” Her fingers tightened on my shoulder. “The people who matter know. And she knew.”

  The casket was lined with trinkets and tokens to be buried with her body, coffin gifts. A few cards. A small antique iron key caught my eye; it hadn’t been there when I first arrived, and I didn’t see who left it. Or the oval cameo, onyx on Victorian pewter, bearing the silhouette of a horned owl. My lips went tight.

  We’d brought a going-away present of our own. An airplane bottle of Dewar’s scotch, the neck tied with a bow of green ribbon. We weren’t the only people to send Carolyn to the afterlife with booze—the casket looked like a well-stocked minibar—but I knew she would have appreciated the gesture. I nestled it next to her cold and pale hand. Our fingers brushed, skin to skin; she felt like a wax doll.

  “Funny,” I said, keeping my voice low. “I mean, she’s not in there. We know better than most people, that’s not…that’s not her. It’s just the leftovers.”

  “Rituals matter,” Caitlin told me.

  “It just seems silly. And you know, I say that, but here I am, doing it, and I don’t know—”

  “Rituals,” she said, “matter. You’re here to say goodbye, love. Do it in your own time and in your own way.”

  She gave me some space, punctuating her words with one last squeeze before drifting off across the parlor to talk to Bentley and Corman.

  I had to swallow my words before my voice broke on them, like waves over a jagged rock. Grief was a dirty fighter. It came up from behind and sucker punched me right when I thought I had a handle on things. I took a few deep breaths. I wasn’t going to get teary-eyed, not here. My refusal wasn’t some misplaced machismo; it was a gesture of respect, because nothing would have pissed Carolyn off more than people weeping over her dead body. She’d want us to honor her memory by getting roaring drunk and looking for trouble.

  That I could manage.

  I felt a shadow at my back. Two shadows, with waves of platinum blond hair and little black cocktail dresses. Justine and Juliette stood side by side, Juliette clutching a paperback with a lurid cover to her chest.

  “I didn’t know you knew Carolyn,” I said.

  “Knew her?” Justine gaped at me. “We were, like, the stars of her books.”

  “We’re totally famous,” Juliette added.

  I glanced down to the paperback in her arms. The Killing Floor. Of course. I wasn’t sure why it took me so long to make the connection.

  “Right,” I said. “We had a threesome.”

  Juliette’s jaw dropped. “We did?”

  Justine shook her head. “I think we would have remembered that.”

  “No,” I said. “In the novel. She wrote you in as the leather-clad vampire vixens.”

  “And?” Justine said.

  “And,” I said, “you know, there was…that scene.”

  “That wasn’t you,” Justine said. “That was Donatello Faustus.”

  “Right. Who is a fictional version of me.”

  “I’m pretty sure he isn’t,” Juliette said.

  “No,” Justine said. “Donatello is cool. And hot. He’s a thief, and a sorcerer, and he goes on adventures. He’s nothing like you.”

  “He’s the guy,” Juliette added.

  I stared at her. “You have got to be messing with me right now.”

  Justine glanced at her sister. “Sidebar. Need to talk in private.”

  They took half a step back. They did not lower their voices in any appreciable manner.

  “Danny is very confused,” Justine said. “Did we maybe, just maybe, have sex with him and then completely forget about it?”

  “Because he was really, really bad?”

  “Exactly.”

  Juliette looked my way. “Danny? Are you bad at sex? We are your friends and you can confide in us.”

  “We can get you help,” Justine said, “but only if you admit you have a problem.”

  I looked past them, hunting for a lifeline, and spotted a conversation on the other side of the funeral parlor that needed my immediate intervention.

  “Ladies, if you’ll excuse me.”

  As I brushed past them, I heard Juliette stage-whisper to her twin: “He actually thinks Donatello Faustus was based on him. I mean, it’d be funny if it wasn’t so sad.”

  “Where would he even get that idea?” Justine asked.

  On the far side of the gathering, Melanie’s mop of neon-blue hair contrasted with her graveyard-black frock. The teenager’s ensemble was mismatched, more fit for a goth party than a funeral, but that was her style. Not unlike the woman who was talking to her, in her late forties with a delicate, heart-shaped face and the first traces of crow’s-feet around her eyes. Melanie was hanging on her every word, and I didn’t like it. I didn’t like it even before I got close enough to eavesdrop.

  “—watching over all of us, but she also needs our help. If you have faith—”

  “Hedy,” I said. “Didn’t know if I’d see you here.”

  “Of course,” she replied. “We all came.”

  She gestured to the tall window at her back. I glanced out over rolling lawns, flat Midwestern grass ending at the edge of a cornfield. There were people in the field. Distant, still figures, watching us.

  “Just in case,” Hedy said.

  Just in case of an attack. The possibility had occurred to me, and Caitlin had dispatched watchers of her own, security operatives from her infernal court. We had done more than give the Network a black eye; we’d chopped one of its limbs off and left the syndicate bleeding. Bleeding too badly to rally and come back for another round this soon, I figured, but it was bound to happen eventually.

  “Melanie? Do me a favor, give us a second here? I need to have a word with your new friend.”

  I had thought about coming up with some excuse to send her out of earshot, but the kid was too smart for that. She read my tone, nodded, and took a hike. I eased into Hedy’s personal space.

  “She’s not yours,” I said.

  “I don’t have to tell you,” Hedy replied, “that Melanie has stunning magical potential. She radiates with it—”

  “She’s. Not. Yours.”

  Her delicate eyebrows lifted. “You should let me teach her, Daniel. I can equip her in ways that you can’t.”

  “I made a promise. To her mom, to Caitlin, and to myself, that I’d keep Melanie safe.”

  “Which is exactly why you should place her in my care.”

  There was that bastard grief again, slapping me across the face and making my eyes sting right when I thought I’d shaken him off.

  “Carolyn was my friend,” I said, “and she got involved with you people and now she’s in a goddamn box.”

  “Carolyn was a martyr to the cause,” Hedy replied, “and she made her own choices. I can help Melanie find her true potential. She would learn to shine in my coven.”

  “Half your coven is dead,” I told her.

  The second the words left my mouth, seeing the way the last bit of color fled from her cheeks, how her lips parted, I would have done anything to take them back.

  “I’m sorry,” I said.

  A hand, gloved in delicate black lace, fluttered at her side. “No, it’s fine.”

  She started to turn, to walk away.

  “No. Hedy. Please, listen. I’m sorry. That was a fucking asshole thing to say—”

  “You aren’t wrong,” she said, her voice trembling with a forced laugh. The kind of laugh that rides just ahead of tears.

  “I’m still an asshole. And I’m sorry. I know you’re a good teacher.”

  We lingered on the edge of the room, silent, while she waited for the rest of the words to find their way out of the twisted tangle in my guts.

  “I had an apprentice once before,” I said. “I lost her. She took on a fight she wasn’t ready for, trying to impress me, and I was just…a second too late.”

  “I know,” Hedy said.

  I squinted at her. “Who told you?”

  Her smile was gentle. She put her hand on my arm.

  “Pain recognizes pain,” she said.

  “It’s not that I think you’d be a bad teacher, or that she wouldn’t be safe with you. It’s…”

  I trailed off, gazing across the room to Carolyn’s open casket. What was it, then? Making sense of my own emotions was like doing a jigsaw puzzle with all the edge pieces gone. Fuzzy borders and mismatched connections. Hedy gave me the time I needed to sort it out.

  “I reconnected with my kid brother recently. Then the Network found out about him. He’s safe, for now. I’ve got people watching him and his wife and kid around the clock, while I try to figure out a long-term solution.”

  “I think the Network has more pressing problems at the moment,” Hedy observed.

  “For now. But he’s only in their sights because he’s my brother, and that makes this situation my responsibility. Then Melanie asked me to teach her. Her mom’s a big shot in Prince Sitri’s court, so she was pretty much born with a target on her back. And now, because I said yes, my enemies are her enemies too.”

  “I don’t hear anyone saying it was a bad decision.”

  “I’m not used to having this kind of skin in the game,” I said. I could see it now, the light of clarity at the heart of the knot. “Not used to having people depend on me like this. Honestly, Hedy, I think you’d be great for Melanie. Probably a better teacher than I’d ever be.”

  “I have a little more practice at it,” she said.

  “And part of me…part of me is aching to say yes. Fine, fuck it, you take the reins.” I looked her in the eye. “But that’s a cop-out, because Melanie is my responsibility. And when you step up and take on a responsibility, that’s that. You have to follow through. If I can’t do that, I’m nothing at all.”

  I looked back to the window, to the silent watchers in the field.

  “It’s all moving so fast now. Like we’re on this ramp lined with knives and just one stumble, that’s all it’s going to take. And if I screw up now, it’s not just me who gets hurt.”

  “You know,” Hedy said, “it’s okay to be scared.”

  I stared at the horizon. A thin gray line in the distance, between farmers’ fields and an overcast sky.

  “Didn’t say I was scared,” I said.

  “No, but it’s still okay if you are. Few things are more frightening than watching history unfold, and we’ve been blessed with front-row seats. The world—the worlds—have changed. And will continue to change. Finding Wisdom’s Grave wasn’t the end of the journey. Only the beginning.” She eyed me, thinking. “There’s something you might keep in mind.”

  “Yeah?”

  “When I have a particularly gifted student on my hands, I’m not shy about recruiting a little help, to ensure she receives the full education that she deserves. That’s not an abdication of my responsibility as a teacher; it’s part of my responsibility. Many skilled hands make for lighter work.”

  “It takes a village?”

  “Or a coven,” Hedy replied. “Just think about it. For that matter, she’s not the only one who could benefit from a bit of extra tutelage.”

  I didn’t follow her at first. Then I chuckled. “I’m turning forty next week. I’m a little too old to be anyone’s apprentice.”

  “Is that your confidence talking,” she asked, “or your pride?”

  The funeral director was on the move, cradling a clipboard in his hands. I checked my watch.

  “I think they’re about to get started,” I said and nodded to the open casket. “I’m going to go up there. Want to say one last goodbye before they shut the lid.”
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  We put Carolyn’s body in the ground, and that was that. Some people said a few kind words, mostly her local friends; my people couldn’t say much at all without giving away the truth.

  “That,” I told Melanie as the sparse crowd dispersed, drifting to the parking lot at the cemetery’s edge, “we’ll do later tonight. Memorial party at the Bast Club.”

  “Didn’t she get banned from there?”

  “She did,” I said. “That’s why we picked it. Sort of a middle finger from beyond the grave.”

  “Didn’t you get banned from there?”

  “Remains to be seen. I mean, yes, I technically held the club’s owner at gunpoint and tried to force him to swim through a flooded tunnel that was infested with venomous snakes, but no one has officially told me I’m persona non grata. Yet.”

  “Now I wish I could come,” Melanie said. “Wait. Can I come?”

  I had gone back and forth on that decision, and I gave myself time for one last flip-flop before I answered her. I’d just started her training in earnest, and making her apprenticeship status public—public as far as the occult underground went—could draw some bad heat in her direction.

  On the other hand, it had to happen sometime, and I couldn’t ask for a better event for her social debut. Most of my friends would be there, and every one of them would be keeping an eye on her. Many hands, light work, it takes a village, etcetera.

  “You can come,” I said. “No drinking. You get caught with booze and your mom’ll kill me.”

  “She’ll have to get in line,” Caitlin said, passing by. “Are you taking the rental?”

  “Is that okay? We should just be a couple of hours behind you.”

  She leaned in, quick, and her pomegranate lips pecked against mine.

  “I’ll catch a ride with Freddie and Halima.” She pressed a set of keys dangling from a hard plastic Avis tag into my open palm. “Be safe.”

  Melanie looked between us. “Wait. What are we doing?”

  “We’re taking a field trip,” I told her. “Time for a fundamental part of your education; not the kind you can plan for, just have to grab the opportunity if and when it happens. I’m going to teach you how to pull a locust job.”

  *     *     *

  Melanie and I took the rented sedan. I drove, hugging backwater curves that cut between farmers’ fields, rolling golden seas of wheat under the hard afternoon sun. The endless flat nothing of the American Midwest, on a road pinned between two empty horizons.

  “This has been a tradition since…pretty much forever,” I told her. “Bentley found a reference to it in a book from the Renaissance once, and they made it sound like it had been a thing for centuries even back then.”

  The radio was turned down low. All I could get out here was a bluegrass station or a fire-and-brimstone preacher. I’d opted for the bluegrass and a banjo strummed, jangling at the far edge of my hearing, an undercurrent chasing the steady rumble of the tires.

  “So,” Melanie said, “someone in the community dies, then we just go in and…take all their stuff? Anything magical, I mean.”

  I nodded. “Books, journals, artifacts, it all has to go.”

  “So the muggles don’t find it.”

  I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. Then I gave her the side-eye.

  “What?” she said.

  “What’s the rule?” I asked her.

  She sank in her seat.

  “No Harry Potter references.”

  “Ever,” I said.

  “Ever.” She tilted her head at me. “They’re not easy to avoid.”

  “Easier than you think. Try it. Anyway, yes, part of it is a keeping-the-secret thing, but that’s really not all that important. If somebody finds a book filled with occult glyphs in their grandmother’s bookshelf, they’re going to assume grandma believed she was a witch, not that she actually had magical powers. A higher priority is keeping cursed or dangerous relics out of outsiders’ hands.”

  “Do a lot of magicians keep that kind of stuff just…lying around their house?”

  I thought about my personal stash, courtesy of my elevation to knighthood in Prince Sitri’s infernal court. Giving out cursed gifts was a rite of passage for Caitlin’s people, and thanks to my debut party I had inherited a sea chest filled with lethal fun. Among other curios, I’d been given a poppet that would come to life and eat my eyes if I ever left it out after midnight and a tie clip that could induce death via explosive bowel movements.

  Never say that demons don’t understand comedy.

  “Happens more often than you might think,” I told her. “But a locust job isn’t just a smash-and-grab. It’s a chance for people who were friends of the dead to come together, say goodbye, make connections. Always friends of the dead, tight ones. After all, you can end up finding journals, diaries, personal stuff that’s nobody’s business to see. Think of it like…rushing over and clearing the porn off your buddy’s laptop before his mom finds it.”

  “Wow, classy analogy.”

  “I try,” I told her.

  “So you and Carolyn were tight?”

  I had to think about that.

  “Carolyn was a complicated…” I paused, my voice catching on the cliché. “She really wasn’t. She was a functioning alcoholic who made more enemies than friends, especially once she started writing real occult-underground gossip into her books. And she was kind of an asshole. Thing is, she wasn’t…a mean asshole, if that makes any sense. She wasn’t malicious, and she never went out of her way to hurt anybody. She just wanted to tell her stories and entertain people. And drink. Sometimes I wonder what she was like before she found out what she was.”

  Melanie studied me. “You mean one of the characters? From the first story.”

  “The eternal Scribe,” I said. “Doomed to relive her life again and again and again. She told me that when the cycle repeats, the Enemy usually keeps the Scribe alive until the very end, so she can record his glorious deeds. That was the future she was looking forward to. Chained to some asshole’s throne with a pad and a pen while she watched the world die, so she could spend her last years stroking his ego. I think the booze was just her way of trying to check out early.”

  “But it’s over, right? The first story is done.”

  I wasn’t sure about that. Something had happened at the Vandemere Zoo that long and bloody night, something that changed the cosmic order, but I was still piecing together the details. Maybe the story died with its author, or maybe it was too baked into the fabric of reality to ever unravel.

  Either way, we still had to deal with the fallout, here and now. The Enemy was out there. And he knew my name.

  I must have gone silent longer than I meant to. I saw Melanie in the corner of my eye, watching, lips bending in a small, tight bow.

  “You okay?” she asked.

  “I think finding out, learning what she was…I think it broke her a little bit.” I stared at the road ahead, the endless flatland, the gray horizon. “She was always blustery, bold. She’d stick both fingers in the devil’s face and tell him to fuck off if she had a drink or two in her. But there were times, quiet times, just the two of us, and she was…”

  “What?”

  “Sad,” I said.

  Her voice drifted back to me, a sigh carried on a gust of whiskey-tinged breath. All those books, written by other mes. Scattered across countless dead worlds, lost and unread forever. I wonder if any of them were any good.

  Melanie repeated her question: “Are you okay?”

  I focused on the road ahead. We had work to do. Grief, the sneaky bastard, circled around me and looked for an angle of attack, but the call of duty was enough to shore up my defenses for now.

  “Business at hand,” I said. “Okay, so. Normally, obviously, it wouldn’t just be us on this job. But everybody knows you need to learn how this works, so they’re standing down and we’ve got an exclusive claim on Carolyn’s house. I’ll tell you right now that there may not be anything to find. I came out this way during the whole Wisdom’s Grave mess, looking for her. So was a squad of government agents—from the spooky, extralegal side of the government—and they were busy raiding the place. Very possible they stripped it bare. Did I tell you—”

  I paused. Melanie’s lips had started moving, mimicking my last few words in silence like she knew them by heart.

  “About how they stole your car?” she asked. “You may have mentioned it once or twice in passing.”

  “‘One day,’ Bentley told me, ‘I hope you have an apprentice just like you when you were young.’ At the time, I didn’t realize it was a curse.”

  “So we’re going to break into a probably empty house,” Melanie said.

  “No. You are going to break into a probably empty house while I watch. Have you been practicing?”

  Bentley and Corman, proud fathers that they were—though I don’t know why I deserved much pride—never threw anything out. Corman had scavenged up the old locksmith’s board they used for teaching me back in the day, a standing sheet of plywood inlaid with a dozen different flavors of your common household lock. Once I got over the rush of nostalgia, I’d passed it along to Melanie with a set of starter picks.

  She waggled her hand from side to side. “Eh. I mean, I’m practicing, I just don’t know if I’m getting any better.”

  “Keep working at it. You will. I’ll check your technique today and see if I can give you some pointers. Then we get into the fun stuff: how to toss a house and cover any trace that you were ever there. Nobody’s actually going to come around, so it’s a perfect learning environment.”

  “I hate to sound like I’m in algebra class,” Melanie said, “but how often am I actually going to use this stuff in the real world?”

  As little as possible, if I had anything to say about it. For most of us, the magic life and the criminal life went hand in hand. I didn’t want that for her. Melanie was a good kid. I wanted her to stay that way. I couldn’t put blinders on, though, and pretend people wouldn’t be trying to pull her into the shadows left and right. Hell, they already were. Starting with her own mother.

  “These are survival skills,” I told her. “The whole point of survival skills is that you may not use them every day, but when you need them, you really, really need them. Picture this: something goes horribly wrong, off the rails in a way you never planned for. Now, through no fault of your own, you’re in a strange house with a dead body on the floor and the cops are on their way.”

  “Through no fault of my own,” she echoed, dubious.

  “A situation I have found myself in more than once, yes.”

  “A dead body, through no fault of your own.”

  “A victim of cruel fate,” I said.

  “You or the dead guy?”

  “Does it matter? So there you are, time’s running out, your fingerprints are all over the house and you’ve got to cover your tracks. Knowing how to do a full forensic wipe—preferably with household chemicals found in your average kitchen—is the difference between freedom and twenty years in prison. You may only need to do it once in your entire life, but when that day comes you’ll be damn glad you know how.”

  She took that in. I saw the place up ahead, a ranch house so far off the beaten path there was barely a ghost of a dirt road tethering it to the world. My eyes narrowed.

  “The hell is this?” I breathed.

  Melanie turned in her seat, following my gaze. Carolyn had visitors.

  There were two SUVs in the driveway. Not the spooky-government type, this time, mismatched and off-color, caked with road dust. Her front door hung wide open.

  “I thought it was just us,” she said.

  “It is. It’s supposed to be.”

  “Are you going to pull in?”

  “No.”

  I kept driving, overshooting the house, keeping my speed steady in case someone was watching from the gingham-curtained windows. Just another passing stranger. I scouted up ahead, looking for a spot to turn the car around and double back once we’d slipped out of sight.

  “Could she have friends you didn’t know about?” Melanie asked.

  “No. Civilian friends, yes. Our kind of people, not a chance. Those aren’t friends.”

  She kept her eyes on the mirror, watching the farmhouse fade behind us. “So what do we do?”

  Good question. My first instinct was to drop Melanie off somewhere, out of harm’s way, and come back with reinforcements. No time for that, and besides, I knew I wouldn’t be doing her any favors. Melanie lived in a dangerous world, and teaching her how to take it on was my job now. A simple truth that rubbed up against the simmering anger in the pit of my stomach.

  Whoever had broken into Carolyn’s house, they weren’t allies. They were thieves, looking to rip off my dead friend.

  They were going to answer for that.
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  There was a farm a quarter mile down the road. Barns, silos, a broken-down tractor gathering dust, and a two-level house that had seen better days, windows webbed with cracks. A hot wind blew battered metal chimes around, jangling in the arid stillness.

  I pulled over at the side of the road. My tires kissed the edge of a muddy ditch.

  “Careful when you get out,” I told Melanie.

  Her eyes widened. “You’re not making me stay in the car?”

  I checked my arsenal. I’d flown in for the funeral; my gun stayed at home. A fresh deck of enchanted playing cards, gently brushed with the aroma of spicy desert oils anointing their faces, nestled in my breast pocket. Under my jacket, on my left arm, I wore the custom spring-loaded sheath Caitlin had bought for me. It cradled the long, slim tube of Howard Canton’s wand.

  Canton the Magnificent, a stage magician and occultist, had left behind a legacy of oddly gimmicked relics. Relics the Enemy desperately wanted to get his hands on, and the wand was at the top of his shopping list. We still didn’t know why. Canton’s heyday was in the 1940s, when the Enemy was securely locked away in a dead, barren prison world called the Pessundation. They had never met, never crossed paths, and Canton was long in the grave by the time the Enemy escaped.

  I was still learning all the tricks embedded in Canton’s wand. It was a powerful little thing with one big caveat: he’d purposefully designed the wand so that it wouldn’t help the person wielding it. Its powers only activated in the defense of the innocent, and the wand stubbornly refused every attempt to fool it or to game the system.

  Believe me, I tried a lot. And I’m good at gaming the system.

  “Stay behind me, stay low,” I told Melanie as I shoved my door open. “New lesson plan: how to adapt to the unexpected and think on your feet. This is one you will use every day.”

  My polished leather shoes crunched in grass hard as straw, then squelched, sinking into the loam as I led the way along the edge of a wheat field. The rippling golden stalks made a natural curtain, covering our approach. As we closed in on Carolyn’s lonely ranch house, I cut a path through the wheat and moved in a smooth, fast crouch. I heard Melanie right behind me, rustling footsteps and nervous breath.

  I found a spot with an angle on the driveway and two of the windows, got down on one knee, and froze.

  “What are we—” Melanie started to ask.

  “Watch,” I said.

  I caught movement inside. People—three at least, though with a pair of SUVs in the driveway I figured there had to be more—rummaging through the house. Moving quick, like they were pressed for time. Like they know what a locust job is all about, I thought, and they’re expecting Carolyn’s real friends to show up any minute. 

  “Are we going in there?” Melanie whispered.

  I shook my head. “Don’t know how many there are or what they’re carrying. If you’re expecting trouble, always tilt the odds in your direction as much as you can before the fight starts. Choosing the battlefield is a big advantage.”

  “How do we—” She paused. “Oh. We don’t have to go in there. But they have to come out here.”

  “Unless they’re moving in, yeah.” I pointed, drawing a line from our perch in the wheat to the driveway. “Looks like about fifteen feet of open ground between Carolyn’s door and the SUVs. No cover, and they don’t know we’re here. Yet.”

  I felt Melanie’s eyes burning a hole in my back. The question she wanted to ask, unspoken.

  “I’m not going to kill them unless I have to,” I told her. “I want answers, not bodies.”

  “What if their answers aren’t good enough?”

  “One step at a time,” I said.

  Someone was coming out. A figure in a dirty flannel hoodie, head bowed and arms tucked in, body language tight as a coiled spring. Hands empty. She was a young woman, a wisp of a thing, maybe a couple of years older than Melanie. I caught a glimpse of her face under the hood as she turned. Pale skin, sharp features, and bright eyes glaring from a raccoon mask of smeary charcoal makeup. She said something. I couldn’t hear the words, but the way her finger jabbed at the SUVs told me two things. She and her buddies were leaving, and whatever they hoped to find here, they didn’t get it.

  “Now?” Melanie whispered.

  I held up my open hand. Wait for it. Patience rewarded me a few seconds later, when a trio of men emerged from the house. One carried a holster on his hip, and the other two toted shotguns on shoulder slings. Sleek black Mossbergs that could cut through a wheat field—and us—without missing a beat.

  Another two, a man and a woman, followed in their wake. So six in all—no, seven, another woman was late to the party and getting the brunt of their leader’s ire—a mixture of older teenagers and people in their twenties. Young crew, and their youth was the only thing they had in common besides the hardware they were packing.

  Not the only thing. I relaxed, breathing deep, and sent out my psychic tendrils. They wavered through the open air, invisible to the untrained eye. In my second sight, though, they glowed royal violet and squirmed like sea anemones, their tips licking at the intruders’ faces. I felt their presence as much as saw them, getting a sense of their souls. A catalog of symbols flickered in my mind’s eye, translating feelings to thoughts to bone-deep knowledge.

  “Melanie,” I breathed. I waved her a little closer, and the wheat rustled as she scooted up alongside me. “Reach out, like I taught you. Gentle and smooth. Tell me what you see.”

  She put her fingertips to her temple and squinted, hard. The fingertip thing was a bad habit I was going to have to train her out of. Posing like a superhero when you’re using your psychic senses is like touching your ear when you’re talking on a concealed earpiece: a rookie move guaranteed to draw heat. I kept quiet about it for now, though; I didn’t know how much longer the home invaders would stick around, and I wanted to find out if Melanie could see what I saw.

  She didn’t let me down. Her lips parted in soft surprise.

  “They’re like me,” she said. “Cambion.”

  Humans born with demonic blood. Their malformed souls were twists of rusty barbed wire in my second sight, speckled with ruby droplets. Humans and demons were never intended to reproduce, as far as I knew—they were two different species with two very different designers—but nature always found a way to surprise us. The pack was breaking up, splitting into the two vehicles, and the sullen young woman with the hoodie and the raccoon makeup hopped behind the lead car’s wheel.

  “Except her,” Melanie whispered, nodding to her blurry form through the sun-smeared windshield. “She’s…different.”

  Good word for it. Hoodie girl was a purebred human, but her soul blazed like a hot white diamond. My mental tendrils quivered around her, afraid to get too close, and her heat washed over my cheeks like I was standing with my face next to an open oven door.

  “Remember what I showed you when we were practicing last week? How every magician feels different, depending on how strong they are and the style of magic they practice? You were able to see the alchemical symbols dancing around Bentley’s aura and smell the herbs he last used.”

  “Sure. And the blood on Jennifer’s hands.” Melanie’s shoulders tightened. “So what is she?”

  I wasn’t sure, but I knew a wrecking ball when I saw one.

  “Trouble,” I said.

  “Are we going to stop them?”

  The engines revved to life. I stayed put.

  “No,” I said. “Between the guns and whatever flavor of magic she’s packing, that’s a fight we don’t need. Two against seven is a sucker bet.”

  I took out my phone and pulled up a notepad app, copying down the lead car’s license plate number. And the second car’s, as they rolled out together and turned hard, kicking up dirt and bouncing along the rough dirt road.

  “Assuming those rides aren’t stolen,” I said, “and maybe even if they are, there’s a good chance we can do some digging and figure out who these people are. Then I’ll arrange an introduction under better circumstances.”

  “Better circumstances?”

  “The kind where all the guns are on my side of the room.” I rose and swatted dirt from the knee of my trousers. The motion sent a reflexive ache up the small of my back. “C’mon, looks like the coast is clear. Let’s do what we came for.”

  “They all came out empty-handed,” she said, following me as I broke from cover.

  “They don’t know Carolyn like I do. She had a special hiding spot for the good stuff, and I don’t mean the expensive liquor.” I paused. “I mean, not just the expensive liquor. I figure either the feds found her stash when they raided the place or it’s still there, waiting for us.”

  We were coming up on the front door. It dangled, pushed by a stray gust of warm wind. They hadn’t even bothered closing up after themselves. The disrespect rankled me, but I heard Melanie’s sigh of relief.

  “Well, at least the door’s still—” she started to say.

  I darted ahead of her, reached in, flicked the lock, and pulled the door shut.

  Melanie came to a dead stop.  “Really? We caught a lucky break, and you’re just tossing it out?”

  “Really.” I stepped aside and gestured her up to the plate. “Any other day, I’ll take any win I can get, but you’re not going to learn anything from a lucky break. Get your picks out and do it the hard way.”

  If there were an Academy Award for overacting, her melodramatic sigh and the expansive roll of her eyes would have won her the nod. All the same, she approached the door, crouched down, and studied the lock as she prepared for the challenge.

  “Could have done it the easy way,” she said, unrolling her soft case of picks. A twin to mine, a coil of green oilcloth, only smaller and equipped with the bare essentials.

  “The only easy day,” I told her, “was yesterday.”

  “Great. I get extra work and clichés.”

  “There are no clichés in this dojo.” I crossed my arms. “Only pain.”

  She grumbled a little more, but the complaining stopped as her concentration kicked in. I knew why Melanie was a straight-A student, and her mom being a demon prince’s personal accountant was only part of the reason. She had a knack for locking onto a problem, squaring it in her mental sights, and taking it apart one piece at a time. A good quality in any student, a great one in my line of work. She selected her picks, slid a tension rake through the narrow keyhole, and leaned close. Her gaze went distant. She was learning to let her fingers do the interpreting, feeling the rasps and bumps of the lock, and her ears played a distant second as she hunted for the tumblers’ whispering click.

  She was learning. So was I, slowly remembering how to teach. Her basic picking technique was sound, nothing more practice couldn’t make perfect in time. When I saw little errors or things she could do better, I bit my tongue. Back when I was teaching Desi, my first apprentice, she wanted—needed—instant feedback. But everyone learned in their own way, and I’d soon found that Melanie benefited more from a little breathing room. I’d give her pointers after the lesson was done, so she could stay focused in the moment. She usually took copious notes.

  The lock clicked. The knob turned, door groaning open on tarnished hinges. She was getting it. I helped, some. My instruction, her practice, and she was getting it. When I was a kid—and definitely anything but a straight-A student—I could never understand why anyone would want to become a teacher.

  I was starting to get it, too.

  “And now?” she asked.

  “To the victor go the spoils,” I said. “Lead the way. Let’s see if Carolyn left any secrets behind for us.”
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  “This is messed up,” Melanie said.

  I couldn’t disagree, and I wasn’t any less angry now, seeing the condition of Carolyn’s house. Her rustic furniture was in pieces amid piles of torn stuffing; someone had taken a knife to her sofa cushions and gutted them, hunting for hidden treasure before tossing them across the living room. Vacation photos lay facedown in puddles of broken glass, most ripped from their frames, crumpled, discarded like bits of trash.

  Melanie had paused just inside the doorway. Before she took one more step, she tugged on a pair of thick blue latex gloves and offered me a couple from a fresh pack. The rest went back into her purse, a chrysanthemum-adorned Japanese design on a vinyl strap.

  “They must have been tearing the house up all morning, while we were at the funeral,” she said.

  “Not necessarily.” I prowled through the wreckage, eyes sharp. “Carolyn got herself kidnapped at the start of the whole Vandemere mess. Then the feds raided this place while she was out. Then she came back, almost immediately got kidnapped again, and then this morning happened. Suffice to say, a lot of people with bad intentions have tromped through here recently. Anyone could have done the remodeling work.”

  I nudged a broken chunk of wood, part of a shattered chair, with the mud-spattered toe of my shoe.

  “She deserved better than this.”

  Melanie looked back over her shoulder at me. “Should we clean up?”

  It felt like the decent thing to do. Pointless, though. Carolyn didn’t have any family, not the flesh and blood kind who might stumble in here and get upset. The next people to pass this way would be men from the bank, here to foreclose when the mortgage payments stopped showing up. I don’t have a lot of sympathy for banks.

  “Let’s just finish the job and hit the road,” I said.

  “Is it still here? Her cache, I mean.”

  I wasn’t sure. We were in the wrong room. All the same, I tried to look inscrutable.

  “I don’t know,” I said. “Is it?”

  I’m not that mean. I gave her pointers as she explored the house, showing her typical places a magician—or anyone else with a secret to hide—might conceal their stashes. I showed her how to hunt for fresh plaster and paint, the telltale signs of drywall carved away and carefully replaced, and how to tap for hollow spaces. She probed the edges of a shag carpet, studied tacks, and ran a ruler along the tops of shelves to feel for unseen latches.

  “Always use a long object for that, never your hand,” I said as we passed through the kitchen. Empty bottles of Glenlivet sat at the top of an open garbage can, the trash composting in the stifling heat and choking the room with a stench like sour milk.

  “I’ve got gloves on,” she said, wriggling her blue-sheathed fingers.

  “Not for fingerprints,” I said. “Traps.”

  Now she looked at her fingers. “Is that…common?”

  “No, but it only takes one time. I’ve seen people tie doorknobs to a shotgun propped on a chair or put a dummy pile of drugs on a pressure switch wired to a block of C4. Never underestimate how far a person will go to keep what they’ve got, even if what they’ve got isn’t a lot. Especially if it isn’t a lot. Steal a million dollars, you might get sued. Steal ten dollars and you’ll probably get stabbed.”

  Melanie cracked a smile for the first time all day. “So only steal really expensive things.”

  “I like your attitude,” I told her. “The best kind of score is expensive, small, and heavily insured. You get the loot, the mark gets reimbursed, and the insurance company writes off the loss. Everybody walks away in one piece.”

  “What’s the worst kind of score?” she asked.

  I thought about that as we left the kitchen behind, stepping into Carolyn’s office. I wasn’t surprised to see her computer gone, nothing but a dust-free rectangle where it once sat on her desk. The feds had grabbed that, I figured. I wondered what would happen to all of her work. Unfinished books, chapters half-written.

  “The sentimental kind,” I decided. “Money is money. Steal something that means something though, something personal to the mark, and you can bet they’ll come gunning for you.”

  I watched Melanie as she prowled the small office, scrutinizing the floor, occasionally glancing my way. Her blue-sheathed finger scooped up a long trail of dust along the abandoned desk.

  Then she marched to the back wall and rapped her knuckles against it, listening to the hollow response from the far side of the wood-grain panel. I couldn’t help laughing as she started feeling for the hidden seams.

  “How’d you know?” I asked.

  She gave me a wicked grin. “You have a tell.”

  That was news to me. “Really?”

  “Well, it was a couple of things. When we first started searching, you steered me toward the bedroom and bath.”

  “Okay,” I said. True enough.

  “Going the other way passes through the kitchen, utility room, and this office. It’s a tiny house and this is pretty much the end of the tour.”

  “Still following.”

  “We’re going to be late for the party, and it’s a two-hour drive back to Chicago, probably longer since now we’re going to hit rush-hour traffic. Which you hate, so you want to hurry me up. I also knew that you know exactly where Carolyn’s hiding place is. If we passed through the room it was in, and you found it empty…well, first of all, considering the state of the house, whoever found it first would have left an obvious trace. A big hole in the wall, an open safe, something like that. They wouldn’t trash the whole house and then tidy up the one thing they were searching for.”

  Sharp instincts. I nodded my approval. “Good. And?”

  “And if I missed it, you’d give me some sort of hint. Otherwise we could be here all night. You didn’t. Leading me to suspect we just hadn’t been in the right room yet.”

  She put her cheek to the wall, both hands feeling along the grain, fingernails digging into faded grooves.

  “This is a game,” she said. “I wasn’t playing against the house. I was playing against you. Since this is the last room, I took my time. Pretended to be searching when I was really studying your expressions.”

  Her fingertips curled in an almost invisible seam. The thin panel of wood let out a hollow pop as she pried it loose.

  “And you kept glancing at this stretch of the wall. Micro-glances. Quick, but I caught it.”

  I gave her a heartfelt golf clap. Then I helped her heft the panel out of the way, exposing Carolyn’s inner sanctum. We leaned the panel against the neighboring wall.

  “You impress me more every day,” I told her.

  A faint blush colored her cheeks. “You’re just saying that.”

  I really wasn’t.

  One tug of a dangling string clicked a bare overhead bulb to life, shining down stark white across Carolyn’s wall of paranoia. Well, in hindsight, it’s not paranoia if it’s all true. Colored pushpins decorated a sprawling map, and newspaper clippings and notes were bound in a spiderweb of bright string. Threads zigzagged across the nation, leaping from article to seemingly unrelated article. Day-Glo highlighter slashed across key phrases framed margin notes scribbled in a cramped hand.

  “Whoa,” Melanie said.

  “Whoa indeed. I think she had half this much last time I was here.”

  Some of the clippings were old, familiar because I’d been involved in the first story years before I knew there was a first story to be involved in. A yellowed column about the Enclave Casino brought back a surge of memories, some good, some painful, sort of like this entire day so far.

  “What was she trying to do?”

  “Learn,” I said. “Carolyn was a pack rat when it came to knowledge about the first story. She hoarded anything that might be connected to it, anything that might give us some insight on how to stop the ball rolling once it started.”

  A strip of paper attached to the map listed names of the characters in a rainbow of colors—the Enemy, the Paladin, the Witch and her Knight, and others—with “in play” scribbled next to three-quarters of them and “confirmed dead” beside a couple others. Pushpins tracked their last known locations. Melanie pointed to the map.

  “The Enemy doesn’t have a pin.”

  “She couldn’t find him,” I said. “Closest we’ve gotten was tracking him to a ranch down in Texas, but he was only there to finish a ritual: the sacrifice of a year king. See, when he knew he was going to get locked up and he couldn’t stop it from going down, the Enemy put ninety percent of his power into a reliquary and gave it to his right-hand woman for safekeeping. To get it back, he’s got to pop the locks, and each piece is sealed behind some kind of grand ritual gesture. Something only he can accomplish. So he thinks, anyway.”

  “So who locked him up in the first place?” Melanie tilted her head. “Better question: how?”

  “If I knew, I’d be trying to learn that trick for myself. All we know is that he was sealed away for a long time. No Enemy, no repeating cycle, no mass planetary extinctions. All good. Then some dumbasses from a pharmaceutical company started cooking up fertility drugs with plant clippings taken from the Garden of Eden. One of the aforementioned dumbasses, wanting an insurance policy, went looking for a parallel Earth. What he found was the Pessundation, the Enemy’s prison world. He opened a doorway and accidentally set him loose.”

  “Overkill,” Melanie said.

  “Sort of like hunting a rat with a rocket launcher. He had no idea what he was doing. And now we’ve got to clean up his well-intentioned mess, which is how these things usually tend to go. Consider it an object lesson.”

  I took a step back. Then another, until my shoulders bumped the wall of the nook. I tried to take it all in at once. The spiderweb of rainbow thread, twisting from scrap to scrap, tying twenty years of newspaper clippings and maps into a unified whole. An outsider would see a conspiracy theory; I saw the life’s work of a woman trying to make sense of the role she’d been written for. And a way out.

  There was something here. Something I could use. I just couldn’t spot it yet.

  “Do me a favor,” I said. “I think I saw some cardboard boxes in the bedroom. Grab ’em for me? We’re taking everything with us.”

  I needed more eyes on this and bigger brains than mine. Thankfully, I knew just where to find a few. While Melanie went hunting for boxes, I texted the license plate numbers of those two SUVs to Pixie. She had access to the LexisNexis database—well, she had access to the password of somebody who had access to the database—and she could run a lookup for me. I kept thinking about the girl in the gray flannel hoodie and the smeared mask of mascara. Shining like a white diamond and leading a pack of cambion with barbed-wire souls.

  How did you know Carolyn? I wondered. And what exactly were you hoping to find here?
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  The last time I went to the Bast Club, things didn’t go so well. In my defense, I was trying to do a good deed at the time. You’d think by now I’d have learned my lesson about those.

  We rolled into downtown Chicago after dark, winding our way through back streets and alleys, down one-way arteries with barely enough room to scrape by between ramshackle fencing and crumbling brick walls wearing jackets of old graffiti. The way to the club was a thing you felt more than a thing you knew, a map drawn by instinct. A single streetlamp cast a puddle of sodium light across the parking lot pavement. There were no signs, no windows, just a single door covered in battered sheet metal. If you didn’t know where you were, you didn’t belong here.

  I hammered my knuckles on the door. Melanie stood next to me, fidgeting.

  “You nervous?” I asked her. The metallic echoes faded.

  “Little bit,” she said.

  “Don’t be.” I stretched, stifling a yawn behind my hand. “You’re with me, and I’m a pretty big deal around here.”

  The door swung open. A gust of warm air scented with sandalwood drifted through the doorway, carrying the faint strains of chamber music. The doorkeeper looked like a Vegas croupier in a prim black vest and pressed burgundy button-down. The way he wrinkled his nose made me wonder if I’d stepped in something.

  “Oh,” he said. “It’s…the guy.”

  “With guest,” I replied.

  He looked Melanie up and down, getting a little of his decorum back.

  “Good evening, madam. Is this your first visit to the Bast Club?”

  “First time,” she said, ducking her head.

  “And you’re with him, why?”

  “She’s my apprentice,” I said. I was starting to sense a slight lack of hospitality here.

  He tuned me out and gave Melanie a graceful bow.

  “Welcome, madam. Please remember our simple rules. Take nothing that does not belong to you and lay no hand on another, save by their invitation.” He paused just long enough to shoot me a dagger-pointed glare. “Speak no true names and tell no secrets, save those which are yours to tell.”

  “I can manage that,” Melanie said.

  “That’s a relief,” he replied.

  He stepped aside for her. Just for her. He wasn’t quite stopping me from coming in, and he wasn’t quite barring the path, like he was figuring out how much trouble he wanted to make for me. I had five words to help him decide.

  “You aren’t getting paid enough,” I told him.

  He cleared the way.

  The club had a familiar feeling, like slipping into a comfortable and worn-in sweater. Motes of stray magic danced at the corners of my eyes, neon crackling along the varnished puzzle-piece floor. Incense hung in the air, echoes of ancient temples, mixing with the aroma of aged whiskey. The corridor opened up onto the main room, swinging tonight, from the chrome-railed bar to the velvet-curtained conversation nooks. Piped-in violins muffled the din of low conversation. I was catching looks, here and there, and getting stared at by a couple of yellow-eyed strangers at the pool table, but if anyone had a problem with how my last visit ended, they weren’t inclined to say it to my face.

  I didn’t see the intruders from Carolyn’s place in the crowd. Didn’t expect to, but considering the Bast Club was the Midwest’s premier hot spot for the occult underground, I figured it was worth a look. I did see Corman, the big man waving to me from a corridor off by the coat check.

  “Hey, kiddo,” he said, pulling Melanie into a one-armed bear hug. “How’d she do?”

  “Better than I did my first time out. I’ve got a couple boxes stuffed with Carolyn’s notes in the trunk. Think you and Bentley could take a look once we get back to Vegas? I could use some fresh eyes on this.”

  “Of course. C’mon, we rented one of the party rooms.”

  He steered Melanie around and led us up the hallway. I saw what he was doing; Melanie had looked like a deer in a truck’s headlights since we walked in the door, which didn’t surprise me. The Bast Club was a little over the top. Corman’s beefy arm stayed in place around her shoulder, protective and reassuring, until she found her footing again.

  That’d be a little easier to do in the relative sanity of the Juilliard Room. With the exception of a cocktail waitress on the roam, dressed like a refugee from a Victorian cosplay convention, most of the people here were family. Caitlin, Freddie, Halima, and Mama Margaux were holding court in one corner of the green-velvet-draped room; Halima had her usual club soda, the rest sipping some kind of frosted purple concoction. Tiny knots of conversation mingled and milled under dangling lights, their orbs shrouded beneath elaborate curtains of antique stained glass. The ones who weren’t part of my crew were all locals, regulars at the bar who drank with Carolyn, people I knew only by their face or their reputation. I exchanged a few casual nods on my way across the room.

  Jennifer and Bentley were a party of two, Jennifer keeping one watchful eye on the room as she studied an open folder in Bentley’s arms. She was still wearing her dress from the funeral, under a black cargo jacket that didn’t bother hiding the bulge of a shoulder holster.

  “Oh, he ain’t gonna like that,” she was saying, her Kentucky twang pitched low.

  “Who’s he, and what’s he not going to like?” I asked, pulling Bentley close. He was so thin these days, a frail bird. I held on to him just long enough to make sure he was okay. Then Jennifer clasped my hand and hauled me in close, thumping my back while she gave me a peck on the cheek.

  “He’s you, sugar, and…oh, I’ll just let Bentley tell it. I wanna see the look on your face.”

  Bentley cleared his throat and clutched his folder to his chest. “We’ve, ah, been doing some research.”

  “Normally that’s a prelude to good news,” I said.

  “And it might be. Possibly. I think we’re in agreement that we have two priorities right now: removing the mantle of the Thief, before it takes over your life, and finding a way to deal with the Enemy.”

  Every character in the first story lived their lives on repeat. The same broken road and the same unhappy ending. After I got saddled with the Thief’s role—swapping it with the real guy, a cat burglar named Marcel Deschamps—I finally found out how that particular chapter ends. The Thief comes home from a successful heist and his lover murders him for the loot. At first I laughed off the danger; Caitlin’s the best thing that ever happened to me. But the story is baked into the fabric of the universe. If you don’t fulfill your role, eventually it starts rearranging the world to make you play along.

  That hadn’t happened to me, though. Yet.

  “Enemy’s the priority,” I said. “For all we know, whatever he did to stick me with the Thief’s role was purely symbolic and I’m immune to the story’s power. We’re all agreed that Caitlin’s not trying to kill me, right?”

  Bentley tugged the knot of his slender black tie. He usually didn’t hedge like this.

  “Yes, well, agreed. And since we know the story always ends in a confrontation between the Enemy and the Paladin, finding the Paladin and ensuring their success may be our best hope. I’ve been going over my correspondence with Carolyn before she passed. She was quite certain, based on her own research, that the Paladin always reincarnates as a woman.”

  “Okay.” I glanced over my shoulder, hunting for the waitress. Maybe it was the influence of the dearly departed, but I was too sober for this party. “So that rules out half of the human race. Still leaves us with a few billion possibilities, but it’s a good start.”

  “Then I checked my notes about your…vision when you were behind bars.”

  The Prophet, a guy named Buddy with a slightly sunbaked brain, had put me in a trance with the aid of some magically spiked prison wine. He kicked my consciousness into the world next door, where I got a front-row look at what happens to a parallel Earth when the Enemy wins. It wasn’t pretty. Another one of the Prophet’s incarnations had been there to greet me, and she told me everything that went wrong that time around.

  “He barely had to lift a finger to win,” she said. “Tragedy never visited the Paladin’s doorstep, and she ended up a backwoods sheriff’s deputy; that one needs pain to drive her ambition.”

  “I’m building a profile,” Bentley explained. “A woman, with a defining tragedy in her early life, civic-minded and possibly inclined toward a career in law enforcement.”

  That made sense to me. “Plus some kind of occult underground connection, right? Otherwise she’d never figure out what she is.”

  Jennifer’s lips were quivering. I knew that look; she was fighting with everything she had to keep a smirk off her face.

  “Bentley,” I said. “What’s in the folder?”

  He handed it over. Inside, pages torn from a yellow legal pad were flooded with Bentley’s careful cursive, his notes and observations. On top rested a single newspaper clipping from over twenty-five years ago; the headline blared Local Sheriff Murdered by Home Invader. I kept reading.

  
    TALBOT COVE, Mich. — The community of Talbot Cove was stunned by a combination murder and child abduction late Tuesday night. Sheriff Harry Black was home with his wife Elise and his daughters, Angie and Harmony, when…
  

  “Oh, are you fucking kidding me—” I was cut off by the electronic snap of a cell-phone camera, as Jennifer captured my expression for posterity.

  “And that’s going on Instagram,” she said, tapping her screen.

  I took a breath and tried again. “Are you telling me Harmony Black is the Paladin?”

  “No,” Bentley said. “I’m saying she’s a Paladin candidate. The criteria are fairly strict, but I can’t imagine she’s the only woman on earth who fits the bill. I’m hunting for others. What we really need is some kind of test to identify a first-story character. As it stands, the only way we know for certain is, well, once they’ve met their demise. Which is a bit late.”

  I spotted the waitress and flagged her down.

  “Could I get some alcohol, please?” I asked her.

  “What kind?”

  “The kind that will get me drunk,” I said. “Quickly and efficiently.”

  She came through, bringing me two fingers of amber in a tulip-shaped Glencairn whiskey glass. It smelled like rich firewood, burned down my throat like gasoline, and left an afterglow that eased the tension I’d been carrying on my shoulders. The room was gathering together now, talking, giving eulogies for Carolyn, and I ordered a second glass.

  I was a little loose by the time it was my turn to say something, but I guess I needed to be. Every eye was on me.

  “There’s always a disconnect at these things,” I said, “between what you’re supposed to say and what you really think. Ultimately, we’re supposed to lie.”

  My words sank down into a cushion of curious murmurs while I sipped my drink.

  “And that’s okay. We’re here to celebrate someone we cared for, someone we lost. And it hurts. And it sucks. So if I got up here and talked about how Carolyn was a kind and loving soul who fostered homeless puppies, it might make us feel a little better. But here’s the thing: if she valued anything, she valued honesty.”

  The crowd parted, glasses clinking, to make way for a rolling cart. Caitlin and Margaux were bringing in a long cake, fluffy and white, the ornate frosting ringed with black candles. I wasn’t sure whose tradition the idea of funeral cake belonged to, but my stomach was growling and I could get behind the idea.

  “Carolyn was kind of an asshole,” I said. “She was abrasive, rude, and a certified drunk. She’d steal your life and put it between the covers of a book and she never asked permission. Not for that, not for anything else either.”

  Off to the side, Bentley was setting out paper plates and silverware. Margaux passed Caitlin a long-handled knife for cutting the cake. People were looking my way, nodding a little, hearing me. My throat went tight. It took me a second to force the next words out.

  “And she was my friend. She was a good person where it counted. She tweaked noses that needed tweaking—including mine when I deserved it, though I never would have told her so—and she never backed down from a fight. And in her final hour, she died the same way she lived: on her own terms and like a goddamn boss.”

  I raised my glass.

  “Thanks, Carolyn. I’m going to miss you.”

  Glasses went up all around me, catching the light, glistening off the sudden dampness in my eyes. Someone patted my shoulder.

  Then Canton’s wand, nestled in its spring-loaded sheath against my forearm, kicked.

  The tiny nudge sent a shock of adrenaline coursing through my veins. Canton’s wand only woke up in the presence of a lethal threat. I looked left, right, saw Caitlin bringing down the knife to make the first cut of the cake—

  I wasn’t sure, after, what happened in what order: everything fell together in a heart-lurching jumble. The wand jolted a second time. My knees went out from under me. I tumbled to the parquet floor, dropping my whiskey glass, watching it shatter in slow motion as the blade of Caitlin’s knife broke loose from the wooden handle. Momentum flung the sharpened steel straight for me, slicing the air, parting my hair as it whistled just above my head and plowed into the curtain-draped wall.

  The blade hung there, quivering, buried in the green velvet. If I hadn’t dropped, it would have punched a hole in my sternum.

  The room fell silent. Caitlin stared down at the broken handle.

  “Oh,” she said.

  Oh.
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  We didn’t have to look far to get help. The room already played host to the best and brightest of Las Vegas and Chicago’s magical communities; everybody had an area of expertise and everybody had an opinion. The blade and the broken handle were laid out on a table, studied, photographed, ringed with a circle of salt and smudged with an incense that smelled like musty gym socks.

  They hunted for traces of a curse, of mechanical sabotage, of anything that could explain my near-death experience. Caitlin mostly just clung to me, one hand on my arm, the other rubbing my back in slow circles like I was the one who needed reassuring. I pretended to be shakier than I was, so she could distract herself by taking care of me.

  Not that I wasn’t plenty shaken up.

  “We’ve ruled out a curse on the knife itself,” Bentley was telling me, “but we’ll need to examine both you and Caitlin.”

  “Bentley.” I shook my head. “We know what this is.”

  “We have to consider all possibilities.”

  “We know,” I repeated, “what this is. I thought, I mean, I hoped I was immune. I’m not.”

  Melanie hovered nearby, keeping her distance like I might be contagious.

  “The Thief’s story,” she said, putting it together. “You just came home from a heist. I mean, it wasn’t much of a heist but—”

  “But it counts, for the purposes of the story,” Caitlin said. Her lips pursed. “And I almost…Daniel, I’m so sorry. It was an accident—”

  I pulled her close, holding her shoulders, murmuring in her ear.

  “Hey. Hey. I know. It’s okay.” I nuzzled her neck, then looked over her shoulder to Bentley. “Could you find the waitress for me? I was going to cut myself off, but I could really use another drink right now.”

  Melanie squinted at us, uncertain. “So…you lived, right? You survived. So it’s over.”

  “Doesn’t work like that. When the first story decides it’s time for your exit, you can dodge the bullet but you can’t outrun it. It’ll try again. And again.” I gently pulled free from Caitlin’s arms, still keeping her close, so I could talk to both of them. “The story just manipulated the world to try and kill me. The question is, how long do we have before it can take a second shot?”

  “I should go,” Caitlin said. She turned toward the door.

  I took hold of her wrist. She looked back and our eyes locked.

  “Stay,” I said. “Please.”

  “Daniel, I’m the vector for this bloody thing. The lover who kills the Thief. If we’re not in the same room together, it’s a bit harder for me to accidentally murder you.”

  “If the story wants to try hard enough, it’ll find a way. Besides, I wasn’t exactly a virgin when we met. I have plenty of former lovers who have reasons to want me dead. Valid, defensible reasons that even I couldn’t argue with. If one of them is on her way over with a shotgun as we speak, I’ll feel safer with you at my side. And, you know. If anyone’s going to do it…”

  Caitlin’s lips parted. Her fingers rose, and she touched her heart.

  “Daniel. Are you saying…you want me to be the one who murders you?”

  “I’m saying I want to remain unmurdered. But if I had to pick? You’re my one and only choice.”

  Melanie looked from me to Caitlin and back again, head cocked like a confused puppy.

  “I don’t know if this is romantic or disturbing,” she said.

  The waitress didn’t come back. A trio of bouncers did, arms flexing under tight dress shirts, looming over me and standing in a perfect triangle like they were about to bust out a dance routine.

  “You’re banned, Faust,” the guy up front said with a thumb jerk over his shoulder. “Out.”

  I had expected this. That said, I didn’t have time for it. Not ever, and especially not at the moment.

  “No, I’m not,” I said, barely looking at him.

  “Orders from Management. Al-Farsi says you’re no longer welcome in his establishment after that shit you pulled last time. You’re banned.”

  “No,” I said, stroking Caitlin’s hand. “I’m not.”

  The bouncers shared an uncertain glance.

  “But you are,” one said.

  “But I’m not.” I waved my other hand, taking in the room. “See? I’m right here, waiting for my drink. Clearly not banned.”

  The leader tried again. “Management says you have to leave.”

  “Ah, see, there’s the mistake. He says many things, but you have to read between the lines to understand what he really wants.”

  He had my full attention now. I gave Caitlin’s hand a squeeze, gently let go, and turned to face him. Inching into his personal space, I lowered my voice.

  “See, al-Farsi has a credibility problem. This is supposed to be a safe haven for the underground, but when a demonic bounty hunter rolled in here and demanded he hand over two of his paying customers, he bent over backwards to cooperate. Well, tried to. That’s a bad look. Now, I’m both a representative of Vegas’s New Commission and a knight in Prince Sitri’s court, so it’s safe to say my opinion—especially since I was there—holds some water. I’ve got people calling me, asking, ‘Hey, is the Bast Club still safe? Is it even cool anymore? Is it…’” I snapped my fingers. “Melanie, what’s the thing the kids are saying online these days?”

  “Canceled?” she said.

  “Canceled,” I echoed. “That was it. ‘Is the Bast Club canceled?’ And I’m just not sure what to tell them. So here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to go up to al-Farsi’s office, and you’re going to convey my thanks.”

  “I…I am?” the bouncer said.

  “You are.” I leaned in close and murmured the rest in his ear. “You’re going to thank him for remembering that I go wherever I goddamn please and that I don’t answer to him. He answers to me. You’re also going to thank him for picking up my party’s bar tab tonight. It was a generous gesture and it means a great deal to me. In fact, since he was so kind, I can consider bygones to be bygones and leave it at that. And if he doesn’t agree…I’ll be happy to come up and speak to him personally about it.”

  The bouncers left. Three minutes later, the waitress showed up with my drink.

  *     *     *

  The crowd cleared out. Carolyn’s local friends—except for Freddie and Halima, who hung back—drifted to the front lounge or out into the Chicago dark. My crew stayed behind. We gathered around a long table in the party room, Caitlin close at my side, and hashed out our strategy over another round of drinks.

  “Change in priorities,” I said. “This…curse, this cosmic wrinkle, whatever you want to call the first story, it’s officially gunning for me. From what we know, once it starts, it doesn’t stop. Ever. Not until the story’s been told the way it wants to be told.”

  Mama Margaux raised her hand, her brow furrowed. I gave her a nod.

  “So there’s no spirits behind this thing, nothin’ we can bind or bargain with?”

  Bentley shook his head. “Entirely baked into the structure of the universe. The first story isn’t a sentient force. It just…is.”

  “Could try to outrun the sucker,” Jennifer suggested. “Look, one way or another, it all ends when the Enemy and the Paladin square off, right? So let’s bust our butts and arrange their dance ticket, pronto.”

  Corman snorted. “Sounds like nine times out of ten, the fight ends with the Enemy going scorched-earth on the whole planet. That’s not something we want to rush.”

  Freddie raised her cocktail glass. Something frosted and peppery, as red as her fire-engine hair. She coughed, cheeks flushed.

  “Darlings, if I may? I have a very nice lair right here in town—”

  “Lair?” Melanie whispered.

  “It’s secure. Extremely secure. Built for holding people who don’t want to be held. Let’s just lock Daniel inside for the duration and keep him safe while the rest of us take care of the threat. Simple. Done.”

  Halima gave her friend a sidelong glance. “I don’t think he would enjoy that much.”

  “It’s not about enjoyment, my sunshine; it’s about keeping our BFF Daniel alive. I’m perfectly willing to chain him to a wall and seal him inside a windowless cell to make that happen, even if I have to keep him there for years and years.”

  “Thanks,” I said.

  “I’m a giver,” Freddie replied, tossing back the last of her cocktail.

  Caitlin held up a finger. “Point of order? Nobody chains Daniel to a wall but me. And while I’m grateful for the offer of assistance, everything we’ve seen suggests the first story is…implacable. Relentless. I’m not sure anywhere is safe, no matter how secure it is.”

  I had an idea. Not a sure-fire plan, but it was the best angle of attack I could muster.

  “Marcel Deschamps,” I said.

  “The original Thief,” Bentley said.

  “The real Thief. Look, we don’t know how the Enemy stuck his title on my head, but we know this much: the characters of the first story aren’t like us. They don’t have mortal souls. When they die, the story wipes their memory and rewrites them onto some other parallel world so they can start all over again. We had a theory a while back. Just a theory, but I think it’s time we gave it a shot.”

  Corman remembered. “That when Deschamps croaks, he’ll be reborn elsewhere, and he’ll take the title with him. No more Thief. Not on this world, anyway. Could work. Maybe. But what if taking him out means you’re stuck with the job forever?”

  “And that’s why I haven’t tried. I put the whole problem on the back burner because there are too many unknowns, too much risk, and we had other fish to fry. As things stand, though? I can either wait around to die, or I can get proactive and roll the dice. I’ll take that bet, if you’re all with me.”

  They were with me. One look around the table, seeing the light in my family’s eyes, and I felt ready to take on the world.

  “Whatever you need,” Jennifer said, “you got it. So what’s the game plan?”

  “We know that Deschamps has been on the Enemy’s payroll for at least two years. That’s when the Canton artifacts started going missing. There was a string of high-profile cat burglaries fitting his MO, targeting auction houses, private museums, historical archives from Rome to Dubai. Interpol’s been chasing him for ages, but the man’s a ghost. Arguably, befitting the role he was written for, he’s one of the best thieves in the world. He’s been silent for the last few months, maybe setting up the groundwork for another big heist.”

  I laid my hands flat on the table.

  “We’re going to do what no one else can,” I said. “We’re going to hunt down Marcel Deschamps. And then we’re going to kill him.”
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  I didn’t go home to Las Vegas. I flew east, to Boston, on a four-and-a-half-hour flight with a plane change in Cincinnati. I touched down at Logan International under a slate-gray sky, heavy with rain.

  I wanted Caitlin to come. She stood her ground. We didn’t know exactly what rules the first story operated under, but until a little more time had passed since my last “successful heist,” she insisted I was safer without her. I didn’t believe that. Melanie, on the other hand, volunteered for the job. I told her it was a school night. One of the rules, when I’d agreed to take her on as my apprentice, was that her grades came first.

  That was an excuse. I knew what kind of dirty shoulders I’d be rubbing against back here. Lockpicking, breaking and entering, those were survival skills any halfway decent magician should know, and I was fine teaching her the basics. But you could skirt the edge of the gangster life without diving in headfirst, and the way I saw it, part of my job was keeping her out of those shark-infested waters. In Boston, I’d be going all in.

  And I’d be doing it alone. I had Canton’s wand up my sleeve, a new deck of cards in my pocket, and a freshly dry-cleaned suit. There was nothing to do on the flight and no one to talk to, so I read one of Carolyn’s pulp novels on my phone. I couldn’t call it reading, really, just brushing up against the words and hearing her voice, like a chat with an old friend.

  Meanwhile, Pixie had gotten back to me about the break-in crew. The two SUVs were rentals, picked up—and dropped off later that day—at O’Hare Airport. Not locals, then, and they’d driven down from Chicago on the morning of the funeral just like the rest of us. She was working on getting the details of the credit card they’d paid with, but that would take her more time and require a bit of creative social engineering. I wired her some cash and told her to keep digging.

  Then there I was, standing alone on a soot-blackened stretch of wet pavement outside the airport, breathing diesel exhaust and watching a line of cabs inch along. Their brake lights glistened like open wounds. A plane rumbled overhead, cutting through stormy clouds on its way to anywhere but here. Boston was a stranger to me.

  When you’re in the life, you learn to see cities as layers of systems. First there’s the top layer, where civilians live. Street grids, public transportation, arteries made of train tracks and asphalt. The places you can go are clearly marked, with signs and conductors to show you the way.

  Look deeper.

  Look deeper and you start to wonder about the unmarked doors at the subway station or the narrow, dark alleys you normally walk by without a second glance. You start watching the maintenance workers, the janitors, the people with jangling rings of keys on their cracked leather belts. These are the invisible people who keep society running, and if you go where they go, and if you’re clever about it, you can learn their secrets.

  Forget about pentacles and Latin invocations: this is the beginning of real magic. Magic is when you discover how to navigate, how to get from point A to point C and never touch ground in between. Or never come up from the underground. Magic is knowing which doors are unlocked, which can be jimmied, which ones are unguarded, and which security cameras are never watched. It’s knowing the forgotten infrastructure of a city, the tunnels and utility stairs and systems abandoned by law-abiding citizens long ago but still there, still accessible to people who are willing to break the rules.

  Look deeper.

  Look deeper and you learn to read the street like a page of ancient scripture. Graffiti becomes guideposts, marking boundaries you won’t see on any official map. You grow a gunslinger’s antennae and a nose that can catch the black-powder smell of violence five minutes before the blood starts to spill. A new layer of systems unveils itself: doors you can only find if you’re not looking for them, streets you can only navigate by following a crow or marking a sigil on the sidewalk with a stick of blue chalk.

  I’ve been to a gourmet restaurant in Los Angeles where the rich and famous dine on human flesh. I’ve been to a speakeasy in Manhattan where they mix drinks by mood, and the labels on the bottles don’t resemble anything from this world’s liquor stores. These are the doorways you can darken if you know the territory.

  Out west, I knew the territory. In Boston I had a beginner’s eyes, green as some teenage runaway fresh off a Greyhound bus. I also had a business card that might open a few doors if I used it just right, and a single lead to chase. Marcel Deschamps wasn’t in Boston.

  But he had been here.

  *     *     *

  “We’ve found nine thefts related to Howard Canton’s belongings and memorabilia,” Bentley had told me. I met up with my adoptive dads on the Chicago lakeshore, in an Irish pub called the Galway Arms, taking up a wooden four-seater in the back. He spread out a paper map, city names called out in emergency-orange highlighter.

  I was on my way out of town one way or another, destination still unknown, and I wasn’t sure when I’d eat again. I decided to fuel up with a half slab of baby back ribs, served over a bed of french fries with homemade coleslaw on the side. My drink was a dark pint of Guinness, the stout so thick it went down like a bitter milkshake.

  “Seven,” Corman said, musing over his own pint, “are Marcel’s jobs. The last two are after he went quiet.”

  I had been at ground zero for one of those later heists. The same night I went after Canton’s top hat, sleazing my way into a private museum of stage magic, the Enemy made his own move. Instead of Marcel, he sent his right-hand monster, Ms. Fleiss, and a hit team of rifle-toting commandos.

  “Still doesn’t make sense,” I muttered into my drink. “Hitting David’s museum would have been a milk run for Marcel; he would have been in and out like a ghost. After seven successful jobs, why suddenly switch tactics and call in Fleiss and her brute squad?”

  “Any chance the Enemy knew you’d be there?” Corman asked. “Or her? I mean, they both want you dead. That’d be enough reason to bring the firepower.”

  No. I had considered that angle myself, walking back through the night, wondering if I might have told the wrong person or let something slip, and I’d come up empty. Fleiss had tried to kill me when we locked horns at the museum, but only after she recovered from a moment of surprise. You, she told me, are a deviation from the plan.

  “They weren’t expecting trouble. What was the other one?”

  “About two weeks later.” Bentley unfolded his reading glasses and slipped them on before checking his notes. “In Detroit. An art dealer. A security guard was killed during the break-in, and the gallery was extensively damaged, possibly vandalized.”

  Definitely not a Marcel job. Marcel was a cat burglar from the old school. No violence, nothing broken, and nothing taken but the exact loot he came for. It was a matter of pride.

  “What was the score?” I asked.

  “Several pieces of artwork, collectively valued in the high-six-figures range, and a pocket watch once belonging to Howard Canton. The dealer had just bought the watch at an auction a few days prior.” Bentley squinted behind his glasses. “The thieves weren’t connoisseurs. They stole some cheaper pieces while either abandoning or damaging much more expensive ones. The gallery had a Murakami on display and they walked right past it.”

  “Fleiss doesn’t strike me as an art lover,” I said. “Could have stolen whatever was easily portable, to cover the fact that they were only there for the watch. I’ve used that trick myself. Okay, so out of the thefts we know Marcel committed, exactly what was taken?”

  “From the top: a set of Chinese linking rings, three copper-plated cups for the cup and ball trick, a scotch-and-soda gimmick…”

  “Keep going,” I said.

  Corman eyed me over his glass. “What are you hunting for, kiddo?”

  Seven heists meant seven starting points to choose from, all at the bottom of a cold trail. That didn’t mean they were all created equal or that the most recent snatch would be the warmest on the list. I sifted through the facts. Marcel was a globetrotter. He traveled for his jobs, crossing oceans for a single score. That told me the Enemy was paying him what he was worth. It also told me he knew the territory from here to Saudi Arabia.

  It doesn’t matter how good of a thief you are, though, when it comes to world travel. Checkpoints, border crossings, airport security lines—there were a dozen ways to get busted after you took the score and slipped into the night. That was where a heister needed a little extra help.

  That was where I’d nail him.

  “On that list,” I said, “what’s the biggest item? Physically the biggest.”

  Bentley ran his fingertip down the notepad, then tapped the next-to-last line.

  “A substitution trunk, used for performing his version of Houdini’s Metamorphosis routine. Police report says it was made of lacquered three-quarter-inch birch wood, with iron fittings.”

  There were a dozen ways to build a sub trunk, depending on what kind of illusions you had in mind, but they all had two things in common: they were big, big enough to hold a body or two, and they were heavy as hell. Hard score, for a burglar working alone. Even harder to deliver.

  “That’s the one. Where’d he steal it?”

  “Boston,” Bentley said.

  *     *     *

  I went looking for a map of the city, down in the bottom of a glass. The beer was domestic, served from a cracked plastic pitcher that hadn’t been washed in a week. The rim of my glass tasted like Windex. I couldn’t complain; I was drinking for business, not pleasure. I lost my tie on the way to East Boston, popped a button on my collar, and rumpled up my jacket before carelessly slipping it back on again. My shoes and the hem of my slacks went on a date with a mud puddle.

  I hadn’t had a chance to shave that morning, and I was glad. The stubble on my cheeks helped sell the story. It was a story about the kind of guy who went from flush to busted and back again on the regular, the kind who went to dive bars—real dives, not the cultivated hipster kind—day-drinking in a wrinkled Versace dress shirt.

  From there it was all fishing, all afternoon, as I drank and listened and hunted for my way in. I cast my line in a saloon gone to seed, where the once-shining brass lay buried under grubby fingerprints and the bar collected dead flies. No bites, so I tried my luck at a Latino dive near Shay’s Beach. The joint was frozen in time, tinsel and cardboard shamrocks from the last St. Patrick’s Day still dangling like dream catchers over the bar and a two-foot Santa gathering dust in the corner near an empty tip jar. A Spanish station played on a tinny radio, the music swallowed by the steady roar of planes taking off from Logan, close enough to make the floor tremble.

  Come sunset I was sitting down to a meal of soft pretzels at a bar and grill in Eagle Hill, washing down boulder-sized chunks of salt with another flat beer. The fading light beyond the front window was a tidal wave of dirty molten gold, glinting off the battered hood of a parked car and stabbing icepicks into my eyes. I turned away.

  This was an older crowd. Rough hands, noses shot with blown-out veins, stooped shoulders loaded down with invisible burdens. They drank the cheapest stuff on tap and waited for the inevitable. Not the guy two seats down from me, though. He was in his eighties, could have been a retired teamster or a fisherman, but his faded cuffs were clean and the silver signet ring on his pinkie finger didn’t come from a garage sale. The regulars drank beer or bottom-shelf booze, neat. He had a cocktail with a chunk of withered lime balanced on the glass’s edge by the prong of a red plastic sword.

  “Whatcha drinking?” I asked with a nod at his glass. “Looks good.”

  He looked away from the TV and gave me a cigar-yellowed smile.

  “Cuba Libre, my friend. You can never go wrong with the classics.”

  I gave the bartender the high sign.

  “One for me too,” I said. “Put ’em both on my tab.”

  The old man chuckled like he knew a secret. When the bartender brought my drink over, he raised his glass.

  “Cheers.”

  I mirrored him. The bartender had skimped on the rum, the cola was off, and he’d used too much lime juice, but it was still the best drink I’d had all day. The old man was right: you really can’t beat the classics.

  “Used to drink these like water, back in Havana,” the old man said.

  “You don’t look Cuban.”

  He chuckled again. “Nah. When I was a kid, still wet behind my ears, I was in the import-export trade. Cuba was open for business back then. And business was good. Castro rolled up with the army in ’59 and kicked everybody out. I didn’t even have time to pack a suitcase.”

  “Doesn’t sound like a good memory,” I said.

  “Everything ends, sooner or later.” He studied his glass, rolling it in his hand, the overhead lights shimmering in the amber broth. “But when Havana was hot, it was hot, my friend. Bright days and long, sweet nights. So what do they call you?”

  “Emerson.” I leaned across the empty stool and offered him my hand. His grip was tight, firm.

  “Fazio.” He had a gleam in his eye, reading my open pages. “You aren’t from around here.”

  “The accent give me away?”

  “Not just the accent,” he said. “You got the look of a man who doesn’t stay in one place for too long.”

  “Like they taught me in science class, a body in motion tends to stay in motion.”

  His lips curled. “Wear out your welcome?”

  “Looking for fresh opportunity,” I said.

  “And you came to Boston? Kid, you don’t know the territory.”

  “You said it. Bet you could point me the way, though.”

  He considered me over his drink.

  “Once, I could have drawn you a whole damn map. Nowadays I’m mostly out of the game.” He raised his glass. “Enjoying my semi-peaceful semi-retirement here in this opulent splendor. But once upon a time…”

  “Yeah?”

  “I was an operator,” he said, giving me a knowing nod. “Like you.”

  I had found my way in.
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  I kept the Cuba Libres flowing. Once Fazio decided he could trust me, and once he passed the line from booze-fuzzy to lit, he opened up like a faucet. I migrated stools, sidling alongside him. I could have listened to his war stories all night.

  “—and that’s how the Italians ended up running three-quarters of this town,” he was telling me. “The Accardos and the Patriarcas split it down the middle.”

  “How about the Irish?” I asked.

  “They got the rest. Then you got your freelance crews, mutts, the occasional out-of-towner, all working for table scraps. Hell, the biggest gunrunner in Mattapan’s a goddamn Dominican.” He studied his glass like it contained the secrets of the universe. “The times are changing, my friend. So what’s your line?”

  “Removals, mostly.”

  “Ah, I see your angle.”

  “Am I that obvious?” I asked.

  “You got a line on something juicy, and you want to make sure you’re not stepping on anybody’s toes.”

  “I try to walk with a light step,” I said. “A little respect up front saves a lot of pain later on.”

  Fazio waved his empty glass at the bartender.

  “Bill! Another round. And stop using so much lime juice, you prick. You’re gonna give me a permanent pucker.” He turned back to me, swiveling on the barstool. “I knew I liked you. Respect’s a rare commodity these days.”

  “I was wondering—” I paused, then waved off my own question. “Forget about it. I don’t want to put you on the spot or anything.”

  His bushy eyebrows scrunched up with amusement. “Hey, ask what you want to ask. I’ll answer if I want to answer. No sweat off my balls.”

  “I got a line. It’s a custom request, actually, from a reliable buyer out west. He’s into antiques, wants me to boost a vintage writing desk, supposedly dates back to the court of Louis the Fourteenth.”

  “Fancy,” he said. “Hell, in my day, we mostly jacked cigarette trucks. We’d run ’em down to New York and sell ’em with fake tax stamps. You could make good money in cigarettes.”

  “Sounds a lot easier to move, which is my problem. I cased the target already. I can do the job, that’s not an issue. What I can’t do is get a three-hundred-pound antique desk from here to Sacramento. Can’t exactly check it with my luggage, you know? So do you maybe…know anybody reliable who could help me out for a reasonable fee?”

  Fazio gave me a long, hard look in the eye. Deciding. This kind of introduction was always a risk. If he pointed me at somebody and I turned out to be a bum or, worse, a cop, it could blow back on him in all kinds of unpleasant ways.

  So he thought about it. And decided I was neither a bum nor a cop.

  “Joe Peretsky,” he said. “Young blood. Not a lot of respect for the old ways and he’s got a real hot head on his shoulders, but if you need something moved and you need it done right, he’s the one to talk to. Now, ain’t gonna lie, it’ll cost you a pretty penny. Worth it, though; he’s the best transporter on the East Coast.”

  In other words, exactly the kind of help Marcel Deschamps would look for.

  *     *     *

  The old man had a map in him after all. It pointed me true north, straight to the rolling gates of Peretsky and Sons. Joe had the best cover a transporter could ask for: his own independent trucking company with a pair of angle-roofed storage bays and an open lot, all ringed by a fence topped with coils of barbed wire. Spotlights blazed down, lighting up the asphalt, and a freezer truck was rolling out as I walked up to the deliveries door. I wasn’t surprised to see workers in flannel and denim gassing up trucks and hustling cargo pallets along at this hour; a legitimate shipping company was a twenty-four seven operation, and I figured that had to go double for an outfit like this.

  I caught the attention of one of the drivers, raising my voice over the throaty growl of a semi’s engine. “Looking for Joe. Seen him?”

  He pointed me toward the storage sheds. A guy in his twenties, with a beak of a nose and acne scars cratering his cheeks, was giving his men their marching orders. He held his clipboard like a blunt weapon. I raised a friendly hand as I walked up, showing him it was empty. He still didn’t look happy to see me.

  “Non-employees can’t be back here in the yard,” he told me. “It’s an insurance liability. Go up to the front office, talk to my receptionist.”

  “Actually, that’s sort of why I’m here,” I said.

  I had decided on a change of tactics and a change of story. I handed him my bogus business card, cooked up special for occasions like this one. His frown dropped another two notches.

  “‘Paul Emerson, Private Investigator,’” he read. Then he shoved the card back at me. “I don’t need a PI for anything.”

  “I’m not looking to drum up business,” I said. “I’m working a case for the Wilcox Insurance Group.”

  “Never heard of ’em. What’s that got to do with me?”

  “A few months ago, an antique dealer in Davis Square was hit by a burglar. They only took one thing: an old trunk. Lacquered three-quarter-inch birch wood, iron fittings?”

  I phrased it like he knew what I was talking about. The look in his eyes, hard as gunmetal, told me I was right.

  “I’m going to ask you one more time,” he said. “What’s that got to do with me?”

  “Wilcox insured that trunk for…well, between you and me? For a hell of a lot more money than it’s worth. They’ve asked me to approach the person who took it and see if he’d be willing to return it for a fair price. No cops, no questions asked, all off the record and everybody wins. But I can’t make my offer, or pay the man, until I track him down.”

  Joe’s gaze flicked left, then right. I felt a shadow closing in and tilted my head, just far enough to see one of his guys flanking me with a crowbar dangling in his grip. I figured there was one on my other side, too. Waiting.

  “You can leave now,” Joe told me.

  “I’m not going to waste your time,” I said. “Marcel Deschamps hired you to move that trunk out of Boston. I’m not looking to make any trouble for him or for you. More like I’m the Wilcox Insurance Santa Claus, and I’ve got a sack full of tax-free cash for all the good boys and girls. All you have to do is tell me where you shipped the trunk, and I’ll put money in your hand.”

  Joe moved in, so close I could smell the rancid garlic on his breath.

  “I don’t have,” he said, “to do a goddamn thing. You walk onto my lot and accuse me of, what, being some kind of thief? You can either get the hell out of here, or you can leave in an ambulance with a split skull. Your choice.”

  A heavy hand clamped down on my shoulder from behind. “Time to go,” the guy with the crowbar told me.

  He wasn’t wrong. It was definitely time to go.

  They walked me out through the gate and locked up behind me. I kept walking. I jammed my hands in my pockets like a sullen kid and breathed the night air. An insurance-ransom scam was always a risky gamble, and this time it went sideways on me. It worked like a charm on people who were hungry for quick cash or just plain gullible, but Joe was too careful to fall for a line like that. After all, I could have been an undercover cop, a bounty hunter, or a half dozen other flavors of trouble. I would have kicked me out, too.

  But I wasn’t walking away empty-handed. His words said one thing, but the guilty look on his face said something else: he knew that trunk. He’d seen it, moved it, and he could tell me exactly where it went.

  And if he didn’t want to cooperate, his shipping records would.

  *     *     *

  I found an all-night diner. I watched the clock, and I ordered coffee and eggs. Around two in the morning, I’d had enough coffee. I drank the last bitter dregs of my third cup, straight black, and watched a squad car prowl along a rain-slicked and lonely street.

  Time to get back to work.

  I closed in on the far side of the fence circling the Peretsky and Sons lot. Quiet now, perimeter lights still on but the engines gone silent. I kept my distance and stayed in the shadows, watching for security guards. This was going to be a touch-and-go kind of job, nowhere near the level of preparation I normally demanded, but time wasn’t on my side here.

  Joe was running a classic transporter operation, moving contraband nestled in with perfectly legal cargo. I knew what day the trunk had been stolen; all I had to do was get a look at the company’s shipping manifests, line up the dates, and I’d have a short list of addresses.

  One of those addresses, if my hunch was right, would lead me to the Enemy’s doorstep. And Marcel.

  The nice thing about trespassing in criminal territory is that they usually don’t call the cops when they catch you. The bad thing is, they’ll do a lot worse than toss you into a holding cell. I was only here to look and learn, not take. If I pulled this off without a hitch, Joe would never even know I’d been here. I mentally composed my exit strategy just in case. A fast escape from Peretsky and Sons and then a fast escape from Boston, out on the first plane that’d get me closer to home.

  Ten minutes passed, crawling along in the drizzle, and I hadn’t seen a flicker of movement inside the compound. No footsteps, no telltale flashlight beams. That felt hinky. No reason a place like this would be left unguarded for a second. Under normal circumstances, I’d scrub the job and go home empty-handed. But these weren’t normal circumstances, so I circled the fence and looked for a blind spot, out behind the brick wall of the storage depot.

  I snapped my fingers and conjured a spark of magic. The deck of cards in my pocket shivered to life, waking up, and the three of spades leaped into my waiting fingertips. I took a few steps back, eyed the fence, and flicked my hand.

  The card lanced through the air, a steel-edged hornet, and sliced through the coil of barbed wire. The wire snapped with a guitar-string twang. Tension broken, the frayed ends of the wire fell limp along a five-foot stretch of fencing. More than wide enough. I hooked my fingers between the chain links, dug the toe of my shoe in, and climbed. Up and over, dropping down in a low crouch to the asphalt on the other side.

  I followed the depot wall, padding along under the shadows of wide and dark windows set high in the old red brick. Too high for me to reach. I hunted for a back door instead.

  And I found one, right around the corner. It was wide open.

  Someone had used a fresh corpse as a doorstop.
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  The dead guy holding the back door open, slumped on the ground halfway in and halfway out, wore the uniform gray of a security guard. His eyes were open, catching the glow of an angled light above the steel door, and blood flecked his pale lips. His throat looked like someone had crushed a rotten apple.

  I stepped over his corpse and made my way inside.

  The depot was a maze of stacked pallets and boxes, crates with destination labels for all fifty states. I couldn’t tell what was legitimate cargo and what was disguised contraband. Then again, I was more focused on making sure I didn’t get any blood on my shoes. That and hunting for the killer who had arrived ahead of me.

  Over to my left, electric light shone through a gap in the wall of boxes. I saw the windows of an office. Joe’s office, I figured, exactly where I’d find the shipping records. Before I found a way to get there, I came across another body, sitting slumped and pale with his back to a crate stamped Fragile. All his blood was on the outside. I couldn’t tell what killed him at first, until I noticed how his tight uniform shirt caved in over the crater someone left in his chest.

  Footsteps caught my ear. Soft as mine, rustling like a mouse the next aisle over. I stepped right, turning, moving to cut them off.

  I knew the killer. Well, I’d seen her face before. The young woman stopped dead in her tracks, eyes blazing, surrounded with a raccoon mask of dark, smeared makeup. She was wearing the same shabby flannel hoodie from when she’d led the break-in at Carolyn’s house. And she still burned like a white diamond in my second sight. She had a courier’s backpack slung over one shoulder and a laptop under one arm. Fingerless gloves sheathed her hands, faded brown leather adorned with spidery designs in copper wire.

  A bit of glinting brass caught my eye. A vintage pocket watch dangled from her studded belt, hooked to an antique chain that snaked through denim loops and disappeared into her jeans pocket.

  “I’ve got two questions,” I said.

  “I’m in a hurry,” she replied.

  “That laptop. Is that from Joe Peretsky’s office?”

  By way of response, she slipped it into her backpack, tugged the zipper shut, and shouldered the pack again. Freeing her hands up.

  “I’m going to need that,” I told her.

  “That wasn’t a question.”

  “No. But I’m still going to need it. How do you know Carolyn Saunders?”

  That rattled her. She with a question. “Who are you?”

  Normally I answered that question with a quip or a lie. I thought about it and made a rare decision to tell the truth. If she didn’t know who I was, she’d be finding out soon enough.

  “The name’s Daniel Faust. And Carolyn was a friend of mine.”

  She didn’t know my face, but she knew my name. I watched her expressions flicker—surprise, hostility, a touch of fear—like she was deciding which one suited her.

  “You,” she breathed.

  “Oh, you have heard of me.”

  She got her composure back. She relaxed a little, hips swaying where she stood, like a cobra ready to strike. I kept my guard up. She looked like I could lift her in the air with one hand, but I’d seen the damage she’d inflicted on her way in. I still didn’t know what had caused the wounds on those bodies.

  “You did me a favor once,” she said, “and you didn’t even know it. That’s good news for you. Means I’m not going to kill you. Not tonight, anyway. Turn around, walk away, and you get to live.”

  “You know, that’s usually my line. So you know my name, what’s yours?”

  She smiled. The tip of her tongue brushed her front teeth.

  “Ada,” she said. “Ada Lovelace.”

  “Lord Byron’s daughter? The mother of modern computing?” I squinted at her. “You look younger than I expected.”

  She laughed. “My dad was a science geek. And look at you, knowing history. I thought you were just a cheap, ruthless thug.”

  “Now you’re hurting my feelings. I’m not cheap. And I’m a man of many skills.”

  “Really?” she asked.

  I nodded. Then I flexed my wrist, and Howard Canton’s wand dropped into my open hand. My fingers caught it, twirling the bone-tipped wand with a flourish.

  “I know a few magic tricks,” I said.

  Her expression changed in a heartbeat. What little color I could see in her pale cheeks drained away. Her eyes went wide, locked onto the wand like a targeting laser.

  “Where did you get that?”

  “Long story,” I said. “It involved a top hat and a mummy.”

  “That,” she said, her throat tight, “is mine.”

  “Considering it was stashed away by its creator about…oh, I’m going to guess fifty years before you were born, I don’t think you can back that up.”

  She squared her footing.

  “Change of plans,” she said. “I’m going to take that from you. And I may or may not kill you, depending on how hard you make me work for it.”

  “I don’t think you can back that up either.”

  Her hands began to move in slow circles, serpentine, like a tai chi move. Then they rippled, leaving blurry and dark trails in their wake. The copper wire adorning her fingerless gloves took on a deep red glow, like a branding iron heating in a bed of coals.

  I knew how the security guards had died now.

  “Nice gloves,” I said.

  “Thanks. Made ’em myself. Inlaid transmutation glyphs channel curse-energy along the electromagnetic spectrum.”

  “Sounds complicated.”

  “I’m a complicated woman,” she said.

  Then she came at me. She charged down the aisle with inhuman speed, her body a blur of shadow as she drew back her fist for a lethal blow. I was ready for it. A card was already leaping to my fingertips and then blazing like a bullet straight toward her. Card and shadow collided in a burst of blinding sparks. She screeched, her body wavering in and out of sight as she tumbled to the concrete floor. Before I could follow through she was already rolling, scrambling on her hands and knees like a cat, propelling herself toward a break in the wall of boxes.

  I didn’t chase her. Instead, I slowed my breath, relaxed, and opened my third eye.

  There she was. I couldn’t see her physical body, but her spirit gleamed white-hot. She was perched just behind the wall, motionless. An ambush waiting to happen.

  “You can’t hide from me,” I called out. “Look, I don’t want to hurt you. I just need the data on that laptop. It’s a matter of life and death.”

  Mine, mostly. Her laughter echoed off the bare girders overhead.

  “I can’t hide, huh?”

  I moved sideways, easing on light footsteps through the labyrinth and keeping her glowing beacon in sight. I figured I could work my way around and come up behind her.

  Then I heard the ticking of a watch.

  It crackled, reverberating off the depot walls, rolling along the gloomy aisles. Steady and strong at first, then slower, slower, and her light faded with it. The watch gave one final, pendulous tick and fell silent. She vanished from my second sight.

  Now her giggle seemed to come from every direction at once, as impossible to pinpoint as she was.

  “Canton’s Hibernation,” she said.

  I knew the Enemy was hot to recover Howard Canton’s relics. I had assumed, until now, that I was the only person who had figured out how to use any of them. I had just enough time to realize how wrong I was before a blur hit me from the left, Ada leaping into sight and snapping her heel out. An explosion of pain billowed in my gut and I went flying, crashing into a standing crate shoulder-first, hard enough to shatter the wood. I toppled over with it, landing hard, buried in a bed of broken planks and packing straw.

  I was dazed, head reeling, and all I could think was move. I pulled myself out of the wreckage and tumbled onto the floor. Then I got back on my feet, clutching the wand in a death grip as I turned, hunting for any sign of her—

  —and she boiled from the darkness, a living shadow, and thrust both of her palms out. Her gloves connected with my chest like a pair of defibrillator paddles set on high blast. Something tore inside me, wet, as the world erupted in purple sparks, and then my back slammed against the concrete.

  I couldn’t move. I was seeing double, images overlapping and then sliding out of focus, my head pounding like a five-tequila hangover. She sauntered toward me, her light footfalls booming like cannon-shots.

  “This wasn’t personal,” she told me.

  She clenched her fists, gathering hungry oil-slick shadows as they slowly spun, building force for a death blow. My back was locked, wouldn’t let me sit up. I tried to shove myself back along the floor, but my knee buckled and spasmed.

  Then light shone off to one side, an angel’s halo in my blurred vision as bay doors rattled open. There were footsteps, fast, heavy, and Joe Peretsky’s voice, loud and strident.

  “I don’t care who these assholes are, you find ’em, and you take them out!”

  “Crap,” Ada hissed. She twirled like a ballerina and darted out of sight. I couldn’t copy that move. I rolled onto my belly, fighting to hold my churning stomach down, and groaned as I shoved myself up on all fours. Standing was a harder trick to master; I grabbed a heavy crate and pulled until I stood on wobbly feet. I didn’t know how many guys Joe had brought to the party, but I wasn’t in any shape for a fight.

  Out. The way I came in. I tried to retrace my footsteps, doubling back, shouting voices rising over the ringing in my ears. I turned one corner and confronted a familiar face, the driver with the crowbar who had escorted me out the first time. Now he had a gun. The fat revolver swung up in his grip and I threw myself down, hitting the floor as two shots rang out and chewed holes in packing crates, raining down splinters. I found the strength to run, and scrambled just ahead of another bullet.

  “Here! He’s over here!” shouted another voice as I crossed an intersection between pallets. A squat-looking bruiser was pointing his finger with one hand and his gun’s muzzle with the other. I sent an ace card flying. His head snapped back as it carved into his skull, burying itself red-diamond deep between his eyes. His body buckled and I was on the move, running the other way, before his knees hit the concrete.

  I saw the back exit, Ada’s first victim still slumped in the doorway. A shot rang out behind me. The bullet went high into the wall and ricocheted off the crumbling red brick. I loped over the corpse, broke hard left, and angled for the stretch of fence where I’d cut the barbed wire on my way in.

  From the far corner of the depot, the beam of a flashlight shone in my face and another gunman shouted. I responded with a pair of cards, not even aiming. I heard him yelp, falling back, the flashlight clattering to the asphalt. That bought me just enough time to grab the fence and haul myself up and over, barely catching my balance before I plummeted hard on the other side. My leg twinged, a muscle yanking taut.

  I forced myself to keep moving, keep running, breaking down alleys and across darkened backyards. I ran until my chest was a burning brand, searing with every labored breath, and the chaos had faded to the soft trill of crickets in the still hours before dawn.
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  “Is it safe to be near you?” Caitlin asked.

  That was a loaded question if I’d ever heard one.

  She picked me up at McCarran Airport, idling at the curb in her snow-white Audi Quattro. I fell into the passenger seat, still aching after seven hours in the air and two changeovers, and leaned my head against the buttery leather seat. It was early afternoon in Las Vegas, the desert sun high, hot enough to steal my breath and make the air above the highway shimmer.

  “Consider the Thief’s story,” I said. “He comes home from a successful heist, and his lover murders him.”

  “Right,” she said.

  “Well, I just got my ass kicked, so we should be fine.”

  I gave her the gory details as we headed north on Paradise Road. The slumbering beast of the Vegas Strip loomed in the distance, dirty concrete castles and glass pyramids and money-green palaces all waiting for nightfall when they could come to life. When I finished, Caitlin fell into a gloomy silence. I made a few phone calls.

  We were a block away and her hands were tight on the leather-wrapped steering wheel, tight enough that I could see them going white from the strain.

  “You’re going to break that thing,” I told her.

  Usually that’d get at least a tiny smile. No reaction.

  “What is it?” I asked. “And don’t say nothing because we both know it’s something and I’m going to pester you until you talk to me.”

  “This,” she said. “This…situation.”

  “So we’re in danger. It’s also a Thursday. Know what those two things have in common? They both happen once a week, and we always get through it together.”

  “That’s the problem,” she seethed, eyes on the road. “Give me an enemy I can battle, a throat I can seize, a heart I can tear out, and all’s well with the world. Not only are you under attack by a force of…cosmic malice, a process we can’t see or touch or kill, but it’s trying to turn me into the murder weapon. I can’t fight it. And I can’t stop it. All I want is to be at your side, helping you, but the longer we’re together the more likely I am to hurt you.”

  That wasn’t all of it. I heard the rest, dangling unspoken. I gave her the time she needed to wrestle it out.

  “It wasn’t that long ago,” she said, “that I broke your trust. And you forgave me.”

  Double or nothing, I thought. That was the bet I made with Naavarasi, after the shape-shifting trickster trapped us both. I gambled my eternal freedom for Caitlin’s. It was the best way I could rebuild a bridge that had almost burned down.

  While I was hunting for a way out of Naavarasi’s trap, I met one of Caitlin’s old lovers. He warned me that I was under her sway—that she’d used her demonic powers to make me fall in love with her. I asked Caitlin for the truth. She gave it to me. She also told me that she’d stopped using them a long time ago; my emotions were all mine now. I just had to decide if I could take her back, knowing what she’d done when we first met.

  In the end, it was an easy choice.

  “And it’s killing me,” Caitlin said, her voice on the edge of breaking, “that now you can’t trust me again. And there’s nothing I can do about it.”

  The Audi coasted to a stop at a red light. She sat rigid, stone-still and eyes forward. I put my hand over hers.

  “Hey.”

  She met my gaze, her eyes glistening.

  “Double or nothing,” I said.

  She leaned against me and rested her head on my shoulder until the light turned green.

  *     *     *

  The art-deco nightclub, its curved walls shimmering under a fresh coat of ice-white and sapphire-blue paint, stood in the shadow of the Strip. A narrow VIP parking lot looped in and out of the road out front like a squat horseshoe, dark asphalt laid firm but still waiting for painted stripes. A sign read, The American, where Old Vegas meets New, coming this summer.

  It was starting to look like a real club. I let us in with my keys, hit the lights, and watched the overheads flicker to life with a satisfying hum. The dance floor was finally in place, pristine parquet leading up to the lip of an elevated and scalloped stage, just the right size for a brass band. Chromed tables and stools topped with pearl-colored leather sat shrouded under plastic, waiting to make their debut, and pale blue LEDs shone under the glass shelves of an empty bar.

  The American had gone from a late-night drunken fancy to an idea to a plan. I’d grown it like a gardener raising a bonsai tree, trimming and carefully cultivating, overseeing every detail from the first round of financing to the endless real estate hunt to the architectural design. And then a million other details after that, every step of the way.

  To be honest, if I’d known how much work was going to be involved, I might have left it at the “drunken fancy” stage. But this was something I’d built, my own piece of the city, and I was proud of it.

  Now I just needed to live long enough to see the grand opening.

  The cellars were still under heavy construction. There were extra security concerns in play, given what I was planning to use them for. One room, though, just off the wooden shell of a staircase, was almost finished. It was a dedicated conference room, with a long oval table carved from a slab of black Italian marble and ringed with ergonomic leather-backed chairs. The entire wall opposite the door was a sheet of sleek porcelain steel, one giant canvas for dry-erase markers.

  Bentley and Corman were right behind us. I’d asked them to bring their files on the Canton heists. All of them and anything Pixie could scrounge up with her hacking skills on short notice. “Pay her whatever she needs,” I told them. “I’m good for it. We don’t have time to negotiate.”

  What she could get was a full internal police report, courtesy of the Detroit PD, on the most recent theft. Bentley spread out the photographs, fresh from his printer, across the marble slab. One shot of the murder victim, an art gallery security guard, was the last piece of confirmation I needed. He’d been taken apart by a professional, his gun arm snapped and his rib cage turned into a broken, bloody crater.

  “There’s a new player in town,” I said. “Let’s figure out what we know.”

  I uncapped a dry-erase marker, stood at the porcelain wall, and wrote, Ada Lovelace.

  “If that’s an alias,” Bentley said, “she has excellent taste.”

  I started at the beginning, thinking back to the break-in at Carolyn’s place. On the next line I wrote, Has team of shooters, at least six, all cambion.

  “But she’s definitely a pure-blooded human?” Caitlin asked.

  “And a magician. Damn strong one.”

  “If you’ve already got the occult underground connections,” Corman reasoned, “ain’t exactly hard to round up some cambion muscle who’ll do anything for a buck.”

  He wasn’t wrong. Cambion like Melanie, who actually had a supportive environment and family to lean on, were a rare exception. Most grew up abandoned, abused, left to the mercies of the erratic rages in their tainted blood. Not a formula that made for well-adjusted and law-abiding citizens. I hesitated before writing the next line, but it felt significant. Just one word: Killer.

  Felt like a value judgment, too, from a man who had no business pointing fingers. It wasn’t like I had any hesitation pulling a trigger when I needed to, and I almost never lost sleep over it. I turned to the table, trying to explain.

  “She’s not a professional,” I said.

  Corman nodded, gruff, and rapped his knuckles on the crime scene photo. “Didn’t have to do that. Dozen ways to take care of a security guard without killing ’em. I oughta know, we taught you how. I would’ve kicked your ass if you pulled a lazy stunt like that.”

  “And last night she killed another two guards at Peretsky’s depot. Ada’s a powerhouse, but not using that power doesn’t seem to occur to her. Besides, any professional heister knows you never hurt civilians on the scene if you don’t absolutely have to. Sure, scare ’em into compliance, smack one around if you have to, but you don’t kill them. Basic decency aside, it’s stupid to add a murder rap to a burglary charge. That’s just common sense.”

  Bentley sat on the edge of his chair, elbow propped on the marble conference table, chin resting on the heel of his hand as he pondered.

  “On the phone,” he mused, “you said she tinkered together her own weapon?”

  “Channeling gloves, mixed with a little kung fu. The martial arts she could have picked up from any decent dojo. The magic end…I don’t know. She’s obviously smart, some kind of occult-engineering prodigy. I couldn’t build something like that. But her style feels rough, unpolished. I think she might be self-trained.”

  “So someone taught her how to fight,” Bentley said, “but they didn’t necessarily teach her anything else. Nothing about how to live in our world, nothing about responsibility. She’s a toddler with a loaded gun. I think, Daniel, you will find that this incident in Detroit was her very first theft. And she knew how to use the pocket watch?”

  I added a fresh line to the porcelain wall. Canton’s Hibernation.

  “It made her invisible on a psychic level,” I said. “She just wasn’t there, like her body was dead. The effect fits the pattern—all of Canton’s magic was defensive, from what we’ve seen—but the relic doesn’t. Until now, all of the Canton relics were used in his stage act. Not sure how a pocket watch ties into that.”

  Corman leaned back. He tapped his chin.

  “The milk-can escape,” he said.

  A twinkle shone in Bentley’s eyes. He reached over and squeezed Corman’s arm. “The milk can. Of course.”

  Caitlin glanced between them. “Not following.”

  “It was one of Harry Houdini’s signature escapes,” Corman explained. “He’d be handcuffed and stuffed inside a three-foot-high steel milk can; then his assistant would flood it with water. He’d have to get out before he drowned.”

  Bentley beamed. I could tell he was happy to be in his old wheelhouse, playing historian. “In the forties, Howard Canton performed the same feat. On at least two occasions, he was in the can for over eight minutes—much longer than anyone could possibly hold their breath. Ironically, the audience didn’t care for it. It was so blatantly impossible that the thrill was lost. That’s the difference between an escape routine and a magic trick.”

  “Not impossible,” I said, staring at the porcelain wall. “Not if you have the right tool for the job. The pocket watch. Canton’s Hibernation doesn’t just make a person look like all their vital signs have stopped; they actually do stop. Suspended animation.”

  “Hell of a gimmick,” Corman said. “Kiddo, if you go toe to toe with this girl again and you have to take her out? You’d better make damn sure she’s really dead.”

  “I just want to know who she is and where she came from. Which leads me to…”

  I added a line: Did her a favor?

  “She didn’t know my face, but she knew my name. Said I did her a favor once and I didn’t know it. She was willing to part peacefully, but her tune changed once she got a look at my wand. She’s chasing the Canton relics, same as us.”

  “Same as the Enemy,” Caitlin said. “Could she be on his payroll, just like Marcel and Fleiss?”

  “Considering where we crossed paths and what she stole? No. She wanted Joe Peretsky’s shipping manifest, same as me, and for the same reason: she’s hunting for Marcel. I need him dead to break this curse; she wants him so she can get her hands on the rest of the Canton relics.”

  “That,” Bentley said softly, “could end very badly for her.”

  No question. Ada’s fists could deliver a magically fueled beatdown, but the Enemy could rewrite a person’s history with a touch of his ghostly hand. I saw him erase a man’s entire adult life once, murdering him with a train that had stopped running twenty years ago. He left ragged holes in the fabric of history and sowed deadly paradoxes wherever he walked.

  Some problems could be solved with brute force. The Enemy wasn’t one of them.

  “Could another player be backing her up?” Corman asked. “We haven’t heard a peep out of Elmer Donaghy since you ruined his day down in Boulder City.”

  “Or Naavarasi,” Caitlin said, with a reflexive wrinkle of her nose.

  I had thought about that on the flight home. Elmer and Naavarasi had three things in common: they were both self-styled chess masters who loved layering plans inside plans, Caitlin and I had wrecked their schemes and left them bleeding, and it was absolutely, positively, one hundred percent inevitable that they were both coming back for revenge sooner or later.

  “I’m ruling out Elmer,” I said. “The Network is having problems with a capital P right now. Adam is missing, probably dead, and their communication and supply lines have been cut. I wouldn’t be surprised if Elmer’s just scrambling around trying to figure out what the hell is going on. Or jockeying for position and taking out his competitors. Either way he’s going to be busy for a while.”

  “And…her?” Caitlin asked.

  Naavarasi. The rakshasi “mistress of illusions” had lived up to her name more than once. From the moment she came into my life she’d used me as a pawn in the longest con I’d ever seen. It went beyond playing the sucker, making us all believe she was a show-off who was incapable of doing anything clever without bragging about it; she kept that act up for ages, never breaking character, until the jaws of her trap slammed shut and we found out just how smart and self-controlled she really was.

  Years ago she’d sent her son Kirmira—a son she insisted didn’t exist—to serve the Chicago Mob. One orchestrated gang war later, she lured him in and snapped his neck to win our trust. When I landed behind bars, she dangled her help in front of me, in exchange for a pair of favors I couldn’t refuse. And all of it, years of groundwork and manipulation and blood sacrifice, ended in a plot to enslave Caitlin and destabilize Prince Sitri’s entire court.

  But I wasn’t so sure.

  Everybody said I was being paranoid, that I was letting Naavarasi live in my head without paying rent, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that capturing Caitlin and me wasn’t her endgame. It was just one more piece of the plan. I still thought about the first time we met. Naavarasi had tried to recruit me then, telling me we were both outcasts, outsiders, that we were made for each other. She told me that she had been watching me for years. I asked her why.

  I can’t tell you that, she replied with a jade-lipped smile. It would ruin the surprise.

  At least I knew Ada wasn’t her in disguise or another one of her children. A rakshasa’s power to shape-shift only works until you figure out the trick. Their souls smell like peat and musk, wild jungle and raw, bloody meat. Catch the psychic scent once and you’ll never forget it. That was one way, maybe the only way, Naavarasi would never be able to fool me again.

  Before I could answer Caitlin—and too soon to tell was the best reply I could muster anyway—we had a visitor. Pixie appeared in the conference-room doorway, looking winded, casual in her ripped jeans and a faded WrestleMania T-shirt. She lugged the silver clamshell of a vintage laptop under one arm, adorned with stickers for bands I’d never heard of, and plopped it on the table.

  “I kept digging on the Detroit thing,” she said. “Found something you should see.”

  “Did…I give you a key for the front door?”

  She shoved her Buddy Holly glasses higher on her nose and fired up the laptop, barely glancing at me.

  “No, I borrowed a key from one of your construction guys, cut my own copy, and put it back before they noticed. Hi. I’m a hacker. We do more than computers.”

  I glanced at Caitlin. “‘Borrowed,’ she says.”

  “I gave the original back. So yes. Borrowed.”

  “Caitlin, tell her that’s a sin.”

  Caitlin waggled her hand from side to side. “Eh. There’s leeway in these matters.”

  “See?” Pixie said. “She gets it. Okay, so, the break-in and murder at the Becker Gallery is still officially unsolved, but the Major Crimes squad had a suspect. Suspects. An organized gang working in the area. But they never brought any of them in for questioning.”

  “Why not?” I asked.

  “Because they’re dead,” Pixie said. She swiveled her laptop around and showed me the carnage on the screen. “Three days after the Becker Gallery got hit, somebody went on a killing spree.”
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  The first victim had been caught with his pants down. Literally. He was facedown dead on a filthy bathroom floor, trousers around his ankles, abandoned in a puddle of his own piss.

  “Meet Kornel Foster,” Pixie said. “Thirty-two, suspected money launderer and fence, murdered in the men’s room of the A-Bomb. Thrash club on Gilbert Street. He was the first to die that night.”

  “Wait,” I said. “That night?”

  “It all happened on one night. Somebody had a hit list and some very good intel. According to Major Crimes, the gang responsible for the gallery job was led by somebody called ‘the Madrigal.’ No idea how many people were involved, but every single person on the cops’ short list of suspects—except the boss—was murdered in the span of about eight hours. Mostly strangled with a garrote, then mutilated postmortem.”

  “Did you say ‘madrigal’?” Bentley asked.

  “Weird, right? Usually crime bosses go for scarier aliases. Like ‘the shark’ or ‘the wolf.’ Or ‘the guy.’ That one’s super intimidating.”

  I let that slide. I was more bothered by the number of nodding heads, forcing me toward an uncomfortable realization. I was the only person in the room who didn’t know what a madrigal was.

  “I really hate to ask—” I started to say. Then I caught Bentley’s schoolmaster glare. “But asking questions is the only way to learn, and learning is a lifelong process. What’s a madrigal?”

  “A sort of choral composition that originated in the Italian Renaissance,” Bentley explained. “A proper madrigal involves many voices, singing as one. Perfect unison.”

  Something bugged me about that, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Caitlin was more focused on Pixie’s screen. She pointed to a spray of digitized scarlet.

  “Can you magnify that a bit?”

  “Just a little,” Pixie said, zooming in on the wet red ruin of the dead man’s neck. “More than that, it’ll be too blurry to see anything. That help?”

  Caitlin leaned closer.

  “Did all the victims have wounds like this?”

  “Exactly the same,” Pixie said. “Back of the neck torn open, vertebra cracked.”

  “What do we know about the gallery’s owner?”

  Pixie swiveled her laptop around. Her fingers rattled on the keyboard, sifting through files.

  “Not a lot. Armand Becker, emigrated from Switzerland about a decade ago, has a reputation as a tastemaker. If he features you in his gallery, you’re pretty much guaranteed to make a splash.”

  “And evidently, he has infernal connections.” Caitlin glanced my way. “These were Order of Chainmen killings.”

  Hell’s bounty hunters. “How do you know?” I asked.

  “The wounds. A human soul stays with the body for a very brief period after death, maybe a minute, give or take. Chainmen use a specialized tool to dig into their victims’ necks, extract the soul, and capture it.” Her gaze slid up and to the left as she hunted for an analogy. “It’s a bit like a melon baller. But for people.”

  Pixie stared at her. “And on the list of things I did not want to learn today…”

  “So he called out the big guns to get his stuff back,” I said. “Ada has the watch, so either she’s the Madrigal, or she was part of the Madrigal’s crew and managed to fly under the radar. There could still be an active bounty on her head.”

  “The Order’s records aren’t public,” Caitlin said. “Discretion is part of the service. That said, I might have a way in.”

  She rose, drifting to the far edge of the room as she made a phone call. I looked to Bentley and Corman.

  “How are we doing on tracing Canton himself?”

  “Bupkis,” Corman said.

  “We know what we don’t know,” Bentley elaborated. “‘Howard Canton’ was definitely a stage name. Not at all uncommon, especially in his era. For instance, the so-called ‘original Chinese conjurer’ Chung Ling Soo was actually a man named William Robinson. He dressed in Mandarin clothes, painted his face to appear more Asian, and only spoke in broken pidgin English whenever he was in public. He kept the charade going until his dying day.”

  “That’s only slightly horribly racist,” Pixie said.

  “There were a lot of mysterious ‘Chinese’ and ‘Arabic’ magicians running around London in those days,” Corman said. “Point is, ‘Canton the Magnificent’ could have been anybody offstage, and if he left a mark in the occult underground, it was under a different name.”

  Caitlin finished her call. She came back to the table, eyes like razors. I knew that look. It was the look she got when she knew somebody was lying to her and she was deciding how much she was going to have to hurt them.

  “Bad news?” I asked.

  “Oh, not at all. I just spoke to Fontaine. He confirmed this was an Order contract. In fact, he confirmed that he did the job.”

  “Then why…” I trailed off, not sure if she knew her murder face was showing.

  “He confirmed it with a string of stammering denials. To hear him tell it, not only does he know nothing, he’s never set foot in Detroit. He hemmed and hawed like a child caught with his hand in a cookie jar and chocolate smeared all over his face.”

  I squinted at her. “I thought you two were friends.”

  “We are. Allies, at least, and when Fontaine is on a tear it’s hard to make him stop talking about his exploits. Something was unique about this hunt. Something special, and he’s afraid to tell me about it.” She curled her hand and studied her manicured nails. “I can’t put pressure on him, real pressure, without burning our bridges, and I don’t want to do that. So that’s the best we’re going to get out of him unless he has a change of heart.”

  These pieces didn’t fit. As far as we knew, the infernal courts—current company excluded—were in the dark when it came to the Canton relics. Who would call out the Chainmen to track one down and punish the thieves? All I knew for certain was that Ada and her gang had hit the gallery, and she had skipped town with her life and the pocket watch, just ahead of hell’s vengeance. I couldn’t be a hundred-percent positive that she was the Madrigal, but considering she was obviously in charge of the crew that raided Carolyn’s house, it felt like a safe bet.

  Madrigal.

  Then it clicked. I pressed my palms to the table. “Many voices singing as one.”

  “Hmm?” Caitlin said.

  “Ada. Her alias. A madrigal is a chorus of many voices, singing as one. A chorus of souls, of lives, all expressed in unison. What does that remind you of?”

  A sly smile rose to her lips. “A chorus of identical lifetimes. Ada is a character from the first story. And she knows it.”

  “Either she’s after the Canton relics for the same reason we are, because we know the Enemy wants them—”

  “Or better yet, she knows why he wants them,” Caitlin said. “And she can tell us.”

  “But which character is she?” Bentley asked.

  “She can tell us that, too.” I looked to Caitlin. “We’re going to Detroit. I can’t find Marcel without the shipping records Ada stole, so we need to track her down. Let’s start at the scene of her first crime and work the trail from there.”

  “We, though?” Caitlin shifted in her chair, uneasy. “Is that safe, given present circumstances?”

  “I don’t see another option. If the Chainmen were involved, that means demonic politics are in play, and Detroit is Prince Malphas’s territory. I’m not exactly on his list of favorite people. Thanks to my knighthood he can’t just straight-up kill me, but that doesn’t mean he can’t make my life difficult.”

  “His people won’t be much happier to talk to me,” Caitlin said.

  “No, but they’re afraid of you, and that always helps. Like Al Capone said, ‘You can get much further with a kind word and a demon than you can with a kind word alone.’”

  Pixie glanced up from her laptop. “Wait. Did he actually say that?”

  “Please? Come with?” I rubbed Caitlin’s arm in pleading circles. “Don’t make me go to Detroit alone.”

  “When you put it that way,” she said, “it seems like it would be cruel not to accompany you.”

  “That’s the spirit. C’mon. We’ll go to Detroit, pick up Ada’s trail, track her down, and then…well, I guess we’ll have a long discussion about why stealing is wrong.” I paused. “And then I’m going to steal that laptop from her and probably Canton’s watch, too. I am really not good at imparting moral lessons.”
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  Detroit was a city in flux. Moving, reinventing, building up and tearing down. Towering orange cranes marked a border between a dead neighborhood and another coming back to life, like the band of shadow along the dark side of the moon. Crumbling brick, broken windows, and overgrown, abandoned lawns bordered a desolate corridor of road, while up ahead, skyscrapers caught the setting sun on their mirrored faces and turned to towers of gold.

  The Becker Gallery stood in a resuscitated stretch of town, where leaning tenements had been gutted and turned into corporate lofts overlooking the river. The gallery’s facade, a curling wave of glass and chrome frozen in mid-crash, rubbed shoulders with a jazz club and a Tesla dealership. The air just inside the sliding doors was museum-cold and tinged with a faint herbal scent, like camphor.

  We’d discussed our approach on the plane. Given that the Chainmen had avenged the gallery’s theft, there was a good chance Armand Becker had connections in low places. And considering this was Malphas’s territory, he didn’t have any reason to be open and friendly with us. The “cold peace” between the infernal courts guaranteed a bare minimum of civility and not much else. We decided to go in casual and keep our credentials and our real names close to the vest.

  It was half an hour before the gallery’s closing, last light dying outside the curving, scalloped windows, and only a few other patrons wandered the pristine ivory hall. Some stood clustered around a van-sized canvas, murmuring and making notes. It looked like an explosion in a paint factory to me, but I heard snatches of words like “visionary” and “seven figures.”

  Art theft is a specialty business. Cash is cash, gemstones can be stripped of their provenance, precious metals can be melted down, still valuable in their anonymity. An artwork’s uniqueness makes it hard to move; if you’re trying to fence a hot Rembrandt, it’s kind of impossible to argue it isn’t the identical portrait that just got stolen from the museum down the block. So I never got into that line, too much work, too much risk. Unfortunately, that also left me with a gap in my education, and my understanding of modern art could fill a very short pamphlet.

  “Tell me something,” I whispered to Caitlin. As we strolled along, the buttery-tan wooden flooring captured pools of light from the track fixtures overhead. “Should I be impressed?”

  “Highly,” she said, taking in the displays. “Becker has an excellent eye. He knows what’s good, and he knows what sells.”

  I couldn’t miss the gaps here and there, empty spots along the walls waiting for fresh art after Ada’s crew ransacked the place. The gallery didn’t just display paintings; Becker dabbled in sculpture here and there, with stark white pedestals bearing metallic swirls, inscrutable machined designs. Nothing caught my eye until we rounded a corner and stopped cold in our tracks.

  A discreet plate, set into the base of a foot-tall rounded dais, read Sacrament. The sculpture was nine feet tall at its brutish shoulders, a vaguely humanoid figure crouched on all fours with club-like stumps for limbs. I wasn’t sure what the artist had made it out of; it looked like rotten meat covered in lacquer, shot through with veins of gray mold. Its blind, featureless face craned toward the overhead lights on a serpentine neck, frozen in a posture of mute agony and supplication.

  “I don’t get it,” I said.

  “It’s…trying to pray,” Caitlin mused. She slowly circled the dais, studying it from every angle. “With no mouth. This is a challenging piece. I think I like it.”

  “You have good taste,” said the man striding our way. From the Swiss accent and the pressed gray suit, I figured we’d found Armand Becker. He took Caitlin’s hand with a light touch. “Sacrament is a debut piece from a promising new artist, Delia Sauveterre. Just got it in last week, and it’s already gathering buzz.”

  “Sounds like a good time to get in on the ground floor,” Caitlin said. “I love discovering new artists. I’m Madeline, and this is my partner—”

  “Peter,” I said, stepping in for a brisk handshake. My Peter Grayson alias had been dead and buried since my last arrest, but old practiced lies are the best kind. They roll right off the tongue.

  “Armand Becker,” he said. “So pleased to meet you both. Are you looking to acquire anything in particular?”

  He wanted to know if we were window shoppers or a potential sale. Fair enough. Caitlin took the lead, just like we rehearsed on the way over.

  “We are,” she said, then pointed to the looming rotten-meat man. “Not this one, though it would make for a nice conversation piece. Not enough room for it at home. What we’d like to find is a pair of works from established artists, with long-term investment potential…”

  While she kept him talking, I cased the gallery. Security was good, not great, especially for a place that had been knocked over less than a month ago. In my experience, businesses that got bit tended to overreact, armoring themselves with more protection than anyone would ever need. For a little while, anyway, until the painful memory faded and natural human laziness took over.

  I didn’t spot any cameras, but tan plastic boxes set high in every corner of the gallery sported a steady green light. Motion detectors, quality ones. Nothing I could get past without shutting down the entire security system. I looked to the mutant sculpture; the sheer size of it had me thinking.

  “Sorry to interrupt,” I said. “Could I use your washroom?”

  Armand pointed the way. “Up the hall, on your right.”

  I thanked him and ambled along a side passage, pausing to check the windows for breakage sensors that might trigger an alarm. They were all wired, as expected, but I had to look. My real hunt started in the back hallway, wide and tall enough for the kind of pieces that couldn’t fit through the gallery’s main entrance. I had to smile when I came upon the back doors. Any professional gallery wouldn’t take chances with breakage; a propped-open door coming free at the wrong moment could do a million dollars in damage. These doors were precision models with automatic swing arms, designed to open wide on demand and stay that way. And just like I hoped, they were fitted with Honeywell REX sensors. The long, slender bars above the doors were passive thermal readers, designed to save employees some hassle. On the outside, you’d need a key card or a code to activate the doors. On the inside, all you had to do was walk right up and the request-to-exit sensor would unlock the door for you.

  I loved REX sensors. They made my job so much easier.

  My next stop was Armand’s office, conveniently marked with a brass nameplate on the door. The handle didn’t budge. I glanced up the corridor. I was sure Caitlin could keep him talking as long as I needed her to, but I was exposed here and anyone wandering along would spot me trying to finesse the lock. It would keep for later. I’d already decided to make a second visit after the lights went out.

  *     *     *

  Escape took a little longer than expected. I thought Caitlin was selling her prospective-customer role to the hilt, until I realized she had actually found some pieces she liked. Thankfully, not the giant rotting-meat man. She talked pricing, narrowed her interest to a single painting, and gave Becker her decoy contact information as he put it on reserve for her.

  “Are you really buying that thing?” I asked as the gallery doors whisked shut behind us.

  “Not out of pocket, no. Once we get home I’ll ask Emma if the treasury will cover it.”

  “It looked like a paisley necktie printed on a canvas. It looked like one of my paisley neckties.”

  She lifted an eyebrow. “It’s a Heidecker. Trust me, in ten years it’ll be worth twice what we pay for it. In a hundred, it could be worth millions. Or the equivalent, after inflation.”

  When you’re immortal, all investments are long-term.

  “I’m thinking dinner,” I said. “But first I need to find an office-supply store before everything closes for the night.”

  “Gloves?” she asked. I hadn’t told her about my plan for a break-in yet, but she knew me well.

  “Brought those from home,” I said. “I need to find a very specialized piece of equipment.”

  Two hours later, I was coasting on the glow of a fried-chicken dinner from Pollo Chapin and a side dish of mac and cheese mixed with slivers of jalapeño pepper. That and a glass of bourbon from a bar down the block. Just one drink, to cut the pregame jitters.

  “If you want to sit this out, we can meet up afterward,” I said to Caitlin. She looked at me like I’d insulted her mother.

  “As if I’d miss it. When’s the last time we went burgling together, hmm?” She curled her arm around mine as we walked along the moonlit sidewalk. “I enjoy our little jaunts. Besides, I want to see what you’re going to do with that.”

  That was nestled in a plastic bag from Staples. We scouted the block, staying on the far side of the street from the darkened facade of the Becker Gallery and keeping it casual as we watched for signs of movement. No guards on the site, armed or otherwise. Either Becker was being amazingly lax in the wake of Ada’s robbery, he had incredibly good insurance, or he believed that lightning never struck the same place twice. We turned down a side street and angled toward the back of the gallery, where a small patch of pavement connected to an alley just wide enough for a delivery truck.

  I crumpled the bag, tossed it in a dumpster, and brandished my prize: a can of Dust-Off. I untaped the long red plastic nozzle from the side and screwed it into place as we approached the back doors, holding the can in an upside-down grip. A test squeeze of the trigger let out a hissing cloud of white vapor, like hot breath on a cold winter’s day. It billowed and vanished, leaving a faint cleaning-chemical smell in its wake.

  “Dust-Off is a fluorocarbon,” I explained. “When you use it the right way, only the pressurized vapor shoots out. Turn the can upside down, you get the actual liquid, which boils off as soon as it contacts open air. Hence, the cloud of vapor.”

  “And that gets us into the gallery how?” she asked.

  The twin doors were joined by a fine gap, the space filled with furry black insulation. The mosquito nose of the can pierced through the insulation with ease. I stood on my toes, angling the inverted can upward.

  “The Honeywell REX is a passive thermal sensor. It’s accurate, but it’s not smart. It watches for any sudden shift in temperature—in other words, a warm-bodied human approaching from the other side—and politely unlocks the door for them.”

  I squeezed the trigger and spat boiling vapor into the sensor’s eye. Two seconds later, the door clicked. I pulled it open and gestured toward the threshold with a flourish and a bow.

  “Sometimes the old tricks are still the best ones,” I said.

  “Can’t believe it was that easy,” Caitlin said. “Though I am impressed.”

  “Technically, we’re only halfway in, and that was the only easy part. The entire gallery floor is wired for motion; someone could break in like this and start grabbing artwork, but they’d set off an alarm the second they set foot in there. All we need is access to Becker’s office. We do this right, nobody will ever know we were here.”

  The office door barely put up a fight. I pressed one gloved hand to the wood, ears perked as I pushed it open. We had no way of knowing if he’d set up another motion detector inside. If he had, we’d have to grab whatever we could and bolt before the cops showed up.

  I flicked the light switch. A desk lamp flooded the windowless room with a warm, soft glow, glinting off Victorian wallpaper in wintergreen and ivory stripes. The lock on his filing cabinet was easier than the door. I flicked through rows of tight-packed folders, rifling across his receipts and invoices, while Caitlin sat down at the desk and clicked his PC’s mouse. A screen lit up in the corner of my eye.

  “Anything good?” I asked.

  “He left it unlocked,” Caitlin said, “which suggests there’s nothing particularly nefarious to find here. What am I looking for, exactly?”

  “Wherever they smuggled the art they stole, Ada and her buddies are going to have to find a specialty fence. There aren’t many of those, and even fewer who’ll do business with amateurs. Remember, they killed a security guard during the heist; the paintings they took have some serious weight now. Anyway, if we can find Becker’s insurance report, we can get the names and artists of the pieces. That’ll help us track them down.”

  That errant detail bugged me. Becker had live, on-site security here once. Why hadn’t he brought in a replacement? Maybe he was the kind of perfectionist who insisted on three rounds of interviews before making a hire, but one phone call and he could have a temp-heavy outfit like Gold Star Northwest in here, filling the gap in the meantime. Careless. My mind started wandering, thinking about how maybe I could go a little above and beyond as long as we were already here, and snatch Caitlin that painting she liked.

  The rules of the first story stood like a wall in my path. The Thief’s lover kills him after a successful heist. If I didn’t want to tempt fate, I couldn’t take anything from this place, not so much as a stray scrap of paper or the green marble coaster on the edge of Becker’s desk. I’d have to rely on my memory if we found what we were looking for; taking notes felt like too much of a risk.

  “Curious,” Caitlin murmured. I glanced over my shoulder. She had Becker’s email open, scrolling through his correspondence.

  “Whatcha got?”

  “Do you see any sales to a woman named Dima Chakroun?”

  He had an entire manila folder with her name on the tab. I opened it up and started reading. She had made six high-dollar buys in the last two years. Chakroun was in LA, but all the art ended up on a truck bound for Chicago.

  “She’s spent over a million bucks in here, yeah. What about her?”

  “She’s Nadine’s financial advisor,” Caitlin said. “And look at this.”

  I sidled around the desk to stand at her shoulder. I didn’t recognize the incoming email address—it was a cryptic jumble of letters and random numbers—but I knew the signature by heart.

  To say I’m disappointed is an understatement, old chap. The theft of Stegall’s Journey to the Sea wasn’t a random accident; the thieves knew damn well that I had just paid you for it, that I WANTED it, and they stole it to give me—and my prince—the proverbial middle digit. Stegall’s star is already on the rise, exactly as scheduled, and I was supposed to have a lock on his entire first wave. Clearly you have an information leak. You’ve always been a reliable servant until now, and I urge you not to give us any more reasons to be concerned. —Royce

  Royce was Caitlin’s counterpart in the Midwest, the hound and right-hand man to Prince Malphas. Between him and Nadine’s agent showing up in the invoices, it wasn’t hard to figure out Becker’s real line of business.

  “He’s not just a dealer to the rich and famous,” I said. “He’s the art hookup for Malphas’s court. Long-term investments for demons with a lot of money to throw around.”

  Caitlin tapped her burgundy fingernail against her chin. “Considering his reputation as a tastemaker, and how many fledgling artists blossom after being featured here? Plus this mention of a star being on the rise ‘as scheduled’? I’d have to call Calypso and see what he knows, but I’d be willing to bet quite a few of those up-and-comers paid a visit to the crossroads.”

  “So artists sell their soul for success, Malphas’s agents tell Becker to showcase their work and promote it right away, then those same agents buy up the art and sit on it. The bargaining demon makes the artists famous, and suddenly those early pieces are worth a mint.”

  I had to admire the sheer audacity of the scheme; it was kind of brilliant. Caitlin’s expression turned sour.

  “We should have thought of that,” she said. “I’m having a word with Emma as soon as we get home.”

  I pointed to the screen. “This explains the Order’s involvement, too. It had nothing to do with Canton’s pocket watch. The Chainmen were called out because Ada and her crew got greedy and stepped on Royce’s toes. If they had just stolen the watch and left the art alone, none of this might have happened.”

  She clicked through to Becker’s response. All apologies and contrition, plus a promise to refund Royce’s money and keep an eye out if the piece resurfaced anywhere. Despite who he was dealing with, the dealer couldn’t resist getting a little snippy by the end.

  All due respect, I was given to believe that your authority was unquestioned. My security was hardly prepared for an organized attack directed at you and your people, and if I’d been properly informed, I would have taken steps to prevent it.

  Fair enough, Royce conceded. We were surprised ourselves. I doubt they’ll hit your gallery again, but just in case, I’m sending you a gift to help prevent further problems. At my behest the Order is hunting and exterminating every thief that local law enforcement has placed under suspicion. Hopefully, we’ll recover the art in the process. I have no doubt that some will escape—we’re still trying to identify the leader of the gang—but they’ll find my prince’s region quite inhospitable from now on. We thought these people had been eliminated long ago. We won’t make that mistake twice.

  The last line of the email sent a chill down my spine, a gust of winter wind carried on a bad memory.

  
    They call themselves the Redemption Choir.
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  I’d made the same mistake Royce did. Then again, I could be forgiven for making assumptions. I’d been standing at ground zero the night Caitlin and her loyalists faced down the Redemption Choir and their leader, a deranged incarnate demon named Sullivan. Sullivan was born to the demonic Choir of Envy, and his twisted nature led him to covet the two things he could never have: humanity and salvation. So he’d banded together a ragtag army of cambion, taught them to hate themselves just like he did, and turned them into budding terrorists.

  His master plan was to lay hands on the Ring of Solomon, a relic capable of commanding demons, and forge Caitlin into his personal weapon. Would have worked, too, if I hadn’t swapped it out for a fake.

  Caitlin beat Sullivan to a pulp and buried him under ten tons of rock. His final resting place is a parking lot now. As for his followers, that was Melanie’s turn to shine. She stood up and she stood tall, calling to his cambion to lay down their guns, turn away from Sullivan’s lies, and take a chance on a new way of life. Most of them crossed the line and stood with us. The few who couldn’t, the ones he’d indoctrinated down to the bone, were allowed to leave in peace. Leaderless, directionless, we figured they’d drift off into the sunset.

  Caitlin was on her phone, talking in a hushed whisper. I hustled back to the filing cabinet. I could feel the clock ticking, time weighing on me like a pressure front rolling in ahead of stormy weather while I rummaged for Becker’s insurance filing.

  Caitlin hung up. “Emma conferenced me in with one of her people at the Silk Ranch. The parking lot hasn’t been touched.”

  “Sullivan’s dead,” I told her. “His diehards went back east, looking for a new leader, someone to guide them. And they found Ada.”

  It made sense now—our first confrontation, when she told me I’d done her a favor without knowing it. By helping to take Sullivan out, I’d paved her path to the top of the food chain. I took a deep breath. Fighting the Redemption Choir had pushed me to the edge, left me busted and broke and homeless, sending me on a downward spiral that took months to pull myself out of. Sometimes, when the wind blew the wrong way, I could still feel the aching aftermath of the whipping I took from Sullivan’s cane when they held me hostage. Or see the shocked look in the eyes of the teenage kid I murdered, slicing his throat with a shard of broken mirror to escape.

  But a name was just a name. Sullivan was dead and gone, Ada was the target, and this job hadn’t changed. The stolen art would lead me right to her doorstep, and then…and then I’d have to make some hard choices.

  My gloved fingertip scrolled down a list of recent acquisitions. Becker bought art from brokers in four countries, but most of the recent buys were from the days after the break-in, so they weren’t the pieces I wanted.

  “Hon?” I said. “What was the name of that sculpture you liked?”

  “Sacrament, why?”

  “It’s not on the list.”

  The alarm went off. It trilled, loud and strident, echoing through the darkened halls. I didn’t know if we’d done something, missed a trigger, or if it was just sheer bad luck, but we needed to get the hell out before the cops showed up. I shoved folders back into place, slammed the filing cabinet shut, and led the charge out into the hallway.

  Sacrament was waiting for us.

  The sculpture stood at the open archway of the gallery. We hadn’t triggered the alarm; it had, when it woke up and set off the motion detectors on its lumbering way toward us. I remembered Royce’s email. I’m sending you a gift to help prevent further problems.

  The creature had eyes after all. They had been closed before, while it posed motionless on the dais and pretended to be a work of art. Now they blossomed in a set of six, black and piggish and swallowing the shadows as they erupted from its misshapen rotting-meat face. It had a mouth, too. The creature showed us, its hinged jaw opening wide, displaying a maw lined with jagged and broken teeth. A wave of stench blew down the corridor, the reek of an open sewer main on a hot summer day. Caitlin skidded to a stop at my side.

  The beast’s roar was louder than the alarm, earsplitting and shrill, the sound of a train whistle on the express ride to hell. It galloped down the double-wide hall on its four elephant legs, almost filling it with its rotten bulk. I threw myself clear as one of the glistening cannon-thick limbs swung at me. Dropping low, I rolled on the tile and covered my face as plaster and paint chips rained down from the ruptured wall.

  “Need room!” Caitlin shouted. I couldn’t argue, but I had to dart backward as another pillar of meat slammed down where I’d just been standing. The tiles buckled under its stump, erupting in a spray of shattered ceramic. My back hit the wall, cornered, literally, and the creature’s six eyes squinted with feral malice. Its boneless neck curled, elongated head rearing back as its jaws opened wide. A rivulet of gray drool dripped from a tooth the size of my fist, spattering the floor at my feet.

  No room to go around. That only left me one option, and as the beast’s head plunged, maw wide and hungry, I crouched low and dove. Under it, hitting my belly on the floor and scrambling on hands and knees, hearing its steam-whistle roar as its teeth gnashed against thin air. Its lacquered rotten-meat bulk trembled and roiled a foot above me, pillar-legs shaking. I scrambled free just as its entire weight plummeted to the floor, crushing tiles to dust. I stumbled across the threshold and burst into the main gallery.

  It was already back on its legs, tromping around and locking onto me with a frustrated wheeze. Caitlin was at my side, breathless but grinning now, as eager to fight as the beast was to feast. She brandished a brass tube engraved with serpentine glyphs and clutched it high above her head.

  “Keep it distracted, would you, pet?”

  A stream of playing cards riffled through the air, flowing from my hip pocket to my open palm.

  “I can manage that,” I said.

  It barreled toward me, head bowed, ramming speed. I held my ground as long as I could and flung card after card, enchanted pasteboard sizzling through the air and carving into its bulk. Cards lodged in its meaty hide, bristling quills leaking trickles of black blood. I dove left at the last second and it shot past me, plowing headfirst into a display wall. The ivory wood crashed down, taking a quarter-million dollars of art with it. One rotten pillar-foot pounded down onto a broken frame, cracking wood and ripping canvas as the beast wheeled around, hunting for me.

  Caitlin gave the brass tube a shake and it erupted, sprouting a telescoping haft, the business end blossoming into a wickedly barbed spear tip. She twirled the spear above her head then braced it against her hip, sidestepping in a fast circle and hunting for an angle of attack. The beast noticed her, catching the glimmer of infernal brass, and its head swung around. I stole a second to take a breath and find my focus, lined up the ace of hearts, and let it fly.

  The card carved along the creature’s face, slicing it from one black eye to another and gouging a furrow in the meat between. Black ichor sprayed, the beast stomping and whistle-howling, wheeling toward me. I’d distracted it, all right. It roared in, a mad stampede, every fall of its elephant feet splintering the gallery’s wooden floor and leaving shattered potholes in its wake. My heel hit the wreckage of the display wall and I fell, landing hard as the creature loomed over me. As I scuttled back on my hands, desperate, fighting for room to get my balance back, it raised one foot to crush me under its killing weight.

  Caitlin was an airborne ballerina, frozen for a moment under the gallery lights as she sailed above the creature’s back, spear spinning gracefully in her hand. Then she braced the haft in both fists and came plunging down.

  She landed on its back and the spear drove home, spitting a torrent of black blood. The creature screamed. It rose up on its hind legs, trying to buck her loose, and I scrambled clear just as its forelegs came down with the sound of an earthquake. Caitlin clung fast. The beast shook and thrashed and she wrenched her grip from side to side, digging the spear in deeper as a fresh gout of ichor splashed her face. Her eyes were bright diamonds under the midnight blood spatter, her laughter like an angel at play.

  The beast gave one last screeching bellow and collapsed onto its belly, legs sprawling and broken beneath it. The thunderous crash reverberated through the gallery then faded away, swallowed by the trill of the burglar alarm.

  Caitlin jumped down from the monstrosity’s back. With a flick of her wrist, her spear telescoped inward, snapping inch by inch until it was back to a foot-long cylinder of brass. The back of her other hand wiped across her eyes, flicking droplets of goo to the floor.

  “Changed my mind,” she panted, breathless. “I don’t like this sculpture one bit. I’m inclined to find the artist and deliver a scathing critique.”

  “I don’t know. I think I’ve got a new appreciation for the power of modern art.” I pushed myself to my feet and pointed a shaky hand at the fallen display wall. “But I think it stepped on that painting you wanted.”

  “Some things just weren’t meant to be. Time to go?”

  I heard sirens in the distance, their trembling rise and fall playing a jailhouse harmonica counterpart to the gallery alarm. It was definitely time to go.
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  Every good-sized town has a hangout or two where the clued-in come to mingle and talk shop. Back home it’s the old reliable Tiger’s Garden: cozy, good drinks and even better food, and a very exclusive guest list. You can only find the door if you’re not looking for it, and you can only get in if the Garden wants you to. In Chicago there’s always bright chaos and top-shelf booze on tap at the Bast Club. In New York—if you absolutely have to, and you know the right passwords and gestures to open the elevator door—you can find a pretentious sanctuary at Dashwood Abbey.

  St. Louis, I wasn’t sure about. And it looked like St. Louis was our next stop. I made some phone calls that night. We’d ended up at a roadside motel a half mile from the Becker Gallery, the end of the line after a dead sprint through twisting, turning alleys and side streets, careful to throw off any scent we might have left behind. Caitlin hid in the shadows while I booked our room. When I came back, she made a beeline for the shower, intent on washing off the black ichor that clung to her face like a mask of spattered volcano mud.

  I sat on the edge of a flowered bedspread from the fifties and watched TV until she called out to me, telling me she needed help scrubbing her back. To be honest, I wasn’t sure she really did, but I was willing to be lied to. If you’ve never showered with your lover after sharing a near-death experience, I highly recommend it.

  I washed her back; then she washed mine. Her hands slid upward, across my shoulders, fingers curling around my throat as her breath gusted over the nape of my neck. Then one thing led to another. Later we held close to one another, flesh to flesh and cheek to cheek. The steaming water sluiced down and her long scarlet hair clung to my skin like it would never let go. I pressed my palms to the cool, damp tile to steady my trembling legs.

  “St. Louis?” I said again.

  “That was the Redemption Choir’s first home, its spawning ground before they moved west, and Sullivan’s old stomping grounds,” she whispered in my ear. “Good odds that’s where its remnants fled to. Familiar territory.”

  “Then that’s where they met Ada.”

  I had hoped to find Becker’s insurance claim. All I had, thanks to Royce’s email, was a single stolen piece: Journey to the Sea, by a fledgling painter named Stegall. The first thing I did, once we finally clambered out of the shower and toweled each other off, was put out feelers to all the specialty fences I knew. If that canvas showed up for sale anywhere, I wanted to be the first bidder they reached out to. Next on my list was Bentley, and I hoped I wasn’t calling too late, waking him up.

  I had, but he muffled a yawn behind his hand and pretended I hadn’t.

  “If there’s a gathering place on the level of the Bast Club, I haven’t seen it,” he told me. “St. Louis tends to pitch younger in its occult community. Less organized, more ad hoc.”

  “Perfect spot for a guy like Sullivan to gather up disaffected kids.” Or Ada, I thought.

  “Quite. There is one venue you might find worth investigating. It’s not purely for the underground, more of a mixed bag, but I can give you a few pass-phrases to get you through the door. Assuming those phrases are still in use, which…they may not be. It’s been a very long time.”

  “Worth a shot,” I said, reaching for a motel-branded pad and a pen.

  Caitlin and I went to bed after that. We went to sleep a couple of hours later. Then it was up at first light, catching a shuttle flight from Detroit to St. Louis. I watched the side mirrors all the way to the airport and didn’t relax until we were in our seats, buckled in and taxiing to the runway. Caitlin made a few discreet calls in the taxi once we landed. The bad news was that word spread fast, Becker was losing his mind, and Royce was furious, looking for someone to tear apart with his bare hands. The good news was nobody had any idea we had even been in town—yet—and we weren’t even on the short list of suspects.

  The nice thing about the Redemption Choir was that they were a bogeyman for all occasions. No matter how unlikely it was that Ada and her crew would come back for another shot at Becker’s gallery, everyone seemed happy to put the blame square on their shoulders. Royce and company assumed, naturally enough, that “the Madrigal” had inherited Sullivan’s crusade against the powers of hell.

  I wasn’t so sure.

  I could understand stealing art for cash, especially as a target of opportunity, but everything else I’d seen from Ada so far—boosting the pocket watch, stealing the shipping records to track Marcel, the break-in at Carolyn’s house—had been laser-focused on the first story and Howard Canton’s legacy.

  Now I just needed to figure out how those two things were connected.

  The address Bentley had given us, nestled in a suburb, wasn’t our usual kind of haunt. The Everyday Grind perched on the edge of the Maryville University campus, a coffee shop snug along a quiet, sunny street. It shared a row of one-floor storefronts with a college bookshop and a music store that specialized in vintage vinyl and cassette tapes. I felt like I needed my hair in a man bun for this trip, or at least some flannel.

  If I looked out of place when we stepped through the door, nobody gave me a second glance. No one but the young, freckle-faced barista behind the counter, who gave us a cheerful wave. She was twenty going on fifteen, with her hair in bright blond pigtails. There were two people ahead of us in line, both college kids, so I drifted over to an overstuffed corkboard and scoped the room out.

  In the violet light of my third eye, the room shifted like the subtle roll of the sun at noontime. Shadows slid and pointed in opposite directions. The two twentysomethings in a warm patch of sunlight, genially arguing over a chessboard, had barbed-wire twists for souls. A balding man hunched over his laptop lifted a mug to his lips, the coffee burbling with frothy white light. I saw the light slide down his gullet beneath skin gone transparent, spreading out along his arms to his fingertips, then setting off sparkles of inspiration as he typed. On my right, the corkboard became a labyrinth of secrets. Tiny glyphs, inked in the corners of concert flyers, took on new meaning. Sigils in the margins of an ad for an English tutor offered entirely different teaching services—if you knew how to read them and how to ask for what you wanted. A lost-dog notice became an offer to sell exotic ritual tools; the board was an entire secret marketplace standing in plain sight.

  As for the barista, I wasn’t sure what she was. Older than twenty, add a zero, maybe two. She shimmered the way ice catches sunlight on the skin of a winter pond. I caught the scent of cinnamon, and honey, and the pages of an old and musty book. She caught me looking. She peered past the shoulder of the guy she was talking to and gave me an impish wink before turning back to him.

  “Interesting,” Caitlin murmured under her breath.

  I glanced sidelong at her, wondering if she felt like elaborating. She didn’t. We got in line together and waited until the last customer had shuffled off with his drink. The pigtailed barista showed us her teeth, too perfect, even, and white to be real. I remembered the words Bentley had given me.

  “We are pilgrims, from a lonely lane,” I said.

  She put her fingertips to the bow of her lips.

  “Oh, honey,” she said, “we haven’t used that line around here in years. Don’t worry, though. I think the three of us can see each other just fine, yeah? What can I make for you?”

  “Is there a local specialty?”

  “You look like you didn’t get enough sleep last night. How about a nice caramel latte?”

  “Sold,” I said.

  “I’ll have the same,” Caitlin added. Her body language was reserved, and she eyed the woman behind the counter like a bomb that might be primed to blow.

  As we waited, hanging back a bit, I leaned in close.

  “So what exactly—”

  “Nothing I’ve ever seen before,” Caitlin replied, eyes locked on the barista. “And that bothers me.”

  The Grind served its coffee in genuine ceramic mugs, broad and deep and mud-brown. She gently slid our drinks across the counter, the foamy tops adorned with intricate latte art. I could feel the latent magical charge nestling between the molecules of milk, laid out in a trio of tangled, baroque glyphs. Symbols meaning fortune, vitality, life.

  “Question for you,” I said, handing her a twenty.

  She leaned toward the cash register. “Maybe. What’s your name?”

  One other thing Bentley had told me last night: if the barista has blond hair, give your true name. If dark, lie. That was the thing about the occult underground. Strange places had strange rules. And just like the laws of the civilian world, sometimes you could do an end run around those rules…but only once you knew why they existed in the first place, and the punishment if you got caught breaking them.

  “Daniel,” I said, playing it safe. I didn’t ask for hers.

  “You’re looking for someone.”

  “A woman, around your age,” I said, keeping up the polite fiction that she was anywhere near as young as she looked. “Calls herself Ada. Ada Lovelace.”

  Something flashed behind the barista’s eyes, a moment of displeasure eclipsed by a fresh smile. She pointed toward a low wooden stage set into the corner of the room, custom-built for soulful acoustic jams and poetry slams. A young man sat on the edge of the stage, shaggy, with a ruff of long brown hair and a goatee. He had a cheap guitar balanced on his knee, and he gave it an experimental strum as he tightened a string.

  “You should talk to Dylan,” she said.

  She didn’t offer me change for the twenty, and I didn’t ask. Caitlin and I eased across the room, mugs in hand. I sipped from mine, gingerly, trying not to break the milk-foam sigil until it tingled against my lips. The drink was strong and sweet, perfectly balanced, with a dash of caramel and a spark of false nostalgia; I swallowed down the fleeting memory of a warm summer day in childhood that never really happened.

  “Hey,” Dylan said, glancing up from his guitar as we approached.

  “Hey. Mind if we ask you some questions?”

  He tensed up like we might be cops, looking to run him downtown for some buried sin. Then he looked from me to the front counter, seeking a sign from above. Whatever he saw in the barista’s eyes, a little stiffness drained from his shoulders.

  “About?” he asked, still wary.

  “A local, maybe a regular. Ada.” I had a fix on Dylan now, up close and personal. There was no mistaking the pulse of tainted blood in his veins, the energy stretched tighter than his fresh guitar string. I decided to take a chance. “Runs with the Redemption Choir.”

  From the way he winced, I could tell he wasn’t one of Sullivan’s crew. Or Ada’s. He gestured to a table and the three of us took a seat.

  “Used to be a regular,” he said. “She was a student at Maryville, engineering track. Dual major, I think. Chemical and mechanical.”

  “Talented,” I said.

  “One way to put it. She hasn’t been there for a month, though, from what I hear. Hasn’t been here either.”

  A month was long enough to regroup with the remnants of the Choir and set off on her crime spree. Not long enough to have been running with Sullivan’s original crew. I could tell Caitlin was working the timeline, same as me.

  “And before that?” she asked.

  “Before that, she was around. Hung out with those guys, sure, before they went west. I didn’t. Not my crowd.”

  He waved a hand and I saw a glimmer in his eye, a telltale shift from white to runny-egg yellow as his demonic blood strained to show itself. A blink and it was gone.

  “I’m fine with who I am,” he said. “And Sullivan was a two-faced jerk. I never fell for his preacher bullshit.”

  “Did Ada?” Caitlin asked him.

  “No. She was way too smart for that. And, y’know, human. All the way human, so his whole ‘blood tainted with hell’s corruption’ jive wouldn’t work on her. She just hung out with him. Dangled on his every word, followed the pack around like she was some kind of human mascot.”

  I shook my head, not following.

  “So…she didn’t believe in him, but she still followed him around?”

  Dylan snorted. “You ask me? She was learning from him. Not learning the stuff he was trying to teach, either. She was studying him, his moves, how he talked, how he thought.”

  “For what purpose?” Caitlin asked.

  “You gotta understand. Ada is…let me put it this way. If I had to settle on one word to describe her? Just one?”

  He leaned back and thought about it, but not for too long. He already knew the word he wanted.

  “Dangerous,” he said. “That girl is dangerous.”
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  Dylan propped his guitar on his lap and tuned it while we talked, frowning at his memories and one stubborn string.

  “Ada always came in hot, no halfway with her, you know? Whatever she was excited about, it was the most important thing in the world. Until the next thing she decided to get excited about.”

  “Flighty?” I asked.

  “More like she was a rebel looking for a cause. One week it was saving the eroding ice caps, then it was equal rights, then it was the rain forests. All good stuff, don’t get me wrong, but sometimes it felt like the actual cause wasn’t as important as…looking for something to define herself by. She wasn’t hunting for a righteous fight; she was hunting for her fight, trying them on one after another until she found one that fit just right.”

  I shrugged. “She’s what, twenty or thereabouts? Sounds like a lot of twenty-year-olds. Myself included, at that age.”

  “Not this intense,” he said. “Like, if you weren’t one hundred percent on board with her passion du jour? You were dead to her, at least until the wind shifted. So she was running with Sullivan’s crew, and I noticed little bits of…friction. She never openly contradicted him, but I could feel her pushing. Tiny pushes. Testing the edges of his authority to see just how far she could go.”

  Even then, she’d been angling for a takeover. “Did Sullivan notice?”

  Dylan laughed. “Oh, he noticed. Same deal on his end: he never called her on it, but I saw him icing her out. Passive-aggressive vibes all around. When the Redemption Choir saddled up and went west, he made it very clear that she wasn’t invited to tag along. She left about a week after that on her own, disappeared for a couple of months, then started showing up around the coffeehouse again. She was different after that.”

  “Different how?” I asked.

  He thought about that. He strummed his guitar, testing it with a low and rumbling chord.

  “Intense. I mean, she was always intense, but it wasn’t the same. Used to be you couldn’t shut her up about whatever her latest obsession was. Once she came back, she barely talked at all. She’d get her coffee, sit and read all night. She faded from the social scene and then…well, I guess she left again. And she hasn’t been back since.”

  Caitlin tilted her head, eyes sharp. “Reading? What sort of books?”

  “Might sound weird, but they were all about stage magic. I remember she mentioned having some kinda low-key interest as a teenager, but that all fell by the wayside once she decided she was out to save the world. After, though? It was all she was interested in.”

  Wherever her exodus had taken her, she’d come back with a fresh obsession—and not long after that, she rallied the remnants of the Redemption Choir and launched a crime spree. I looked to Caitlin; she was a step ahead of me, following the same trail.

  “But when she left that first time,” Caitlin said, “she definitely didn’t follow Sullivan?”

  Dylan shook his head. “Nah. I heard, and this is all friend-of-a-friend secondhand, that she told somebody she was going home for a while. Between her workload at school and getting swept up in Sullivan’s orbit, she said she needed to clear her head and get her priorities in order.”

  “Where’s home?” I asked.

  He glanced to the ceiling, eyes in a squint. “It was…lemme think, somewhere in Michigan.”

  “Detroit?”

  “Small town, real small. What was it?” He snapped his fingers. “Talbot Cove. That was it.”

  *     *     *

  Detroit was radioactive until the heat settled down, so we booked a shuttle flight to Chicago, rented a car, and drove for the border. We followed the curve of Interstate 90 east along the bend of Lake Michigan’s shore, curling down and then up again, as the metropolitan sprawl receded and broke against rolling hills and endless faded green. This was sportsman country, ripe fly-fishing waters and hiking trails, and backwoods houses set a mile apart from their closest neighbors.

  The seclusion appealed to my larcenous sensibilities. The number of doghouses I saw, not to mention the gun racks on every mud-spattered pickup, not so much. There are two things I hate dealing with on a break-in job: shotguns and dogs.

  “This is…rustic,” I said as I held the wheel tight. Rough road jolted against the rental coupe’s tires.

  “Damned with faint praise,” Caitlin murmured.

  “I like cities,” I said. “I can operate in cities. That’s my natural habitat.”

  “There’s something to be said for occasional diversity.”

  I gave her the side-eye. “You can’t be enjoying this.”

  “Darling, the first time I ever set foot on this world, I spent years living at the edge of a Scottish moor. Before the discovery of electricity, or flushing toilets.”

  “No TV, no movies, no casinos,” I said, “just haggis. That sounds horrifying.”

  “It was delightful. We created our own fun. And we ate more than haggis.” She paused. “There was also mince and tatties. Anyway, didn’t really experience a city until my second visit. That was New York.”

  “Had to be some culture shock.”

  “It was the summer of 1775. Everyone had culture shock.”

  There was a sign up ahead, forest green on aluminum struts. Welcome to Talbot Cove: The Town That Works! Population 2,032.

  “I do not like this,” I said.

  “As you’ve made abundantly clear.”

  “No.” I gestured at the sign as we rolled on by. The edge of town loomed up at the crest of the next hill. “This. I keep thinking about that newspaper clipping Bentley dug up. What are the odds that Harmony Black and Ada Lovelace were both born in the same podunk backwater town in Michigan? It’s a small world, but it’s not that small.”

  “What’s the saying in magic?” Caitlin asked. “No such thing as a coincidence?”

  “Bingo. Not always true, but in this case…I’m thinking there’s something very weird afoot in Talbot Cove.”

  Not that you could tell by looking. Talbot Cove was just another blink-and-miss-it postage stamp town, like a hundred others I’d driven through before. At best, a stop for gas and grub on the way from point A to point B. One long main street cut through the heart of town. I slowed to a steady cruise, hunting for a vacant parking meter, and studied the crawl of progress. Half of the storefronts had been there since the 1950s, judging from the dusty, faded awnings and the vintage fonts on their signs, but now a mom-and-pop pizza joint awkwardly rubbed shoulders with a Verizon franchise.

  One of the busiest shops on the main drag was a video rental place. A sign in the window said they also did affordable VCR repairs. I was tempted to ask Caitlin if this was what hell was like, but I was afraid of what she might tell me.

  “Where shall we start?” Caitlin asked.

  I swerved up to the curb and put the car in park. The spire of a clock tower rose up a block away, whitewashed clapboard frozen in time.

  “If the kid with the guitar was right,” I said, “whatever happened when Ada came home set her on a collision course with the Canton relics. So we’ve got a lead to chase. Let’s hit up the town hall, see if they’ve got some kind of public registry or maybe a local newspaper archive we can sift through.”

  Progress marched on, eventually. The listless clerk lit up once I slipped him a folded twenty, and he ushered us through a door marked Community Records.

  “You’re in luck,” he said. “Time was, we kept every issue of the Talbot Eagle in hardcopy. Stored ’em all in packing boxes; if you didn’t know the exact date you were looking for, forget it.”

  “And now?” Caitlin asked.

  “New mayor’s pushing a green initiative. Sprang for new computers, wants everything, whatchamacallit, digitized. We’ve spent the last two months working our way through, page by page. Now, the whole archive isn’t available just yet—got a ways to go—but most of it’s searchable and I should be able to help you run down anything you can’t find.”

  He ushered us to a pair of PCs, old fat terminals with amber text and expectant, strobing cursors on the screen, nestled in side-by-side library carrels. This felt like the kind of town where everybody knew everybody; I stopped him as he turned to go, thinking I might save us some time.

  “Out of curiosity, do you know a family that lives around here, the Lovelaces? They’d have a daughter in college now.”

  He scratched his chin. “Can’t say it rings a bell, no.”

  There was a good chance that “Ada Lovelace” was an alias. Even if the name came up empty, we had the Canton connection to follow. I thanked him, gave him another twenty bucks, and he made himself scarce. Caitlin and I sat down and got to work.

  I hit the newspaper archives, municipal records, even a phone directory; there was no record of a Lovelace family living in Talbot Cove. I was about to give up, declare it a dead end and move on to hunting for Canton, when Caitlin tapped me on the shoulder.

  “Found them,” she said.

  “Who?” I asked, leaning in. “Ada or Canton?”

  “Both.”

  Her screen displayed a grainy scan of an Eagle column, dated three years ago. Students Wow at Annual Talent Show. I was about to make a quip about every day in Talbot Cove being a slow news day, when she pointed at the top paragraph.

  
    —Cove High School, and this year didn’t disappoint. Top honors went to class president Ada Lovelace Canton, who electrified judges (literally!) with her science-based take on a traditional magic show—
  

  Caitlin tapped the space bar, and a file photograph sprang open in a new window. It was her, all right. Younger, more clean-cut—she hadn’t adopted the smeared-mascara look yet—and standing onstage dressed in a tuxedo and tails. A pair of welder’s goggles adorned her magician’s top hat, and a familiar pair of fingerless gloves sheathed her waving hands.

  “Lovelace is her middle name,” I murmured. “But that means…”

  We had a solid trailhead now. That was all we needed. I set my phone on speaker and got Pixie on the line, drawing her into the hunt as we searched for births, deaths, property records, all the bits and pieces of data that make up a lineage.

  Twenty minutes later, I was staring the truth dead in the eye. Ed Canton (wife: Louise Canton), born 1926, died 1954. I saw his family tree spread out beneath him: his son, and then his son’s son, and then Ada.

  The timeline fit perfectly. We knew “Howard Canton” was a stage name, but all he’d changed was the first half of it. Flimsy now, but a good enough disguise in the days before mass media and the Internet. Ed Canton was Canton the Magnificent, born and raised right here in Talbot Cove, the kind of place where a man could vanish whenever he needed to. And Ada was his great-granddaughter.
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  Jim and Dora Canton were Ada’s grandparents. They were also, as far as we could tell, her sole legal guardians. Her parents were out of town and out of the picture, no records anywhere, and it was Jim and Dora’s name on all of Ada’s old high-school paperwork. They lived in a snug little house on the east side of town, complete with a white picket fence. We did a slow drive-by, scoping it out. Jim had his chin up, whistling, eyes bright as he mowed the front lawn without a care in the world. The scene didn’t look right to me, not after what I’d already learned. Armed with Ada’s full name, I had called up Maryville to do a little digging.

  “This is Paul Emerson from Chase Bank’s student-loan processing department,” I said, putting on my best call-center voice. “I just need to verify a student’s enrollment, please.”

  Ada was enrolled. She was also terminally truant. The records clerk told me, sounding vicariously embarrassed, that as far as she knew Ada hadn’t been to any of her classes in over a month.

  “Tell me something,” I said to Caitlin as we cruised past the Canton house. “You’re the proud grandfather of a college student who has, for all intents and purposes, dropped out and vanished. Would you look that happy?”

  “I’d be all teeth and claws,” she muttered.

  “Either they’re mixed up in all this, which I doubt—”

  “Or they have no idea their precious darling granddaughter is running with a bad crowd,” she said.

  “With? She’s running the bad crowd.”

  “Should we break the grim news to them?”

  “I’m thinking the opposite,” I said. “We need to know what happened to Ada last time she was here. She found something that set her onto her great-grandfather’s trail. Something that sent her over the edge. I mean, she might have been obsessive before, but I’m pretty sure that security guard at Becker’s gallery was her first actual murder. And at the depot in Boston, she took out two more guards like it didn’t mean a thing.”

  “She developed a taste for blood,” Caitlin observed. “When an animal does that, we put them down.”

  “Nobody turns into a killer overnight. Not unless something—or someone—pushes them down that road. Ada came home, and she got that push.”

  *     *     *

  Dora Canton had rosy apple cheeks. She stood at her husband’s side just inside the front door of their house, both of them vacillating between bewilderment and glowing pride.

  “Ada didn’t tell us she’d won an award,” she said.

  “Well, she doesn’t know yet,” I replied with a conspiratorial wink. “I do hope you can keep a secret, at least until the announcement is made on Friday. Did she tell you she’d been nominated?”

  Her grandparents shared a glance.

  “Not a peep,” Jim said. “I talked to her just last week. All she said was that her classes were going fine.”

  Ada was covering. Calling home from wherever she was hiding, pretending everything was fine. That wasn’t a long-term plan; eventually the college would get in touch with her grandparents, or her grades would show up. Something would give her away. I wondered if she even had a real plan or if she was just spinning plates, trying to hold the pieces of her life together. Everything I’d seen Ada pull so far told me she was reckless. A danger to herself and others, and getting more dangerous by the minute.

  “They’re going better than fine, I should think,” Caitlin said. “She’s a rising star. It’s time she was recognized for it.”

  “And you are with…?” Dora asked.

  “The National Engineering Merit Foundation,” I said. “We seek out the best and brightest young engineering students for special recognition each year. It’s a shortlist of twenty, nominated by their professors, and then voted on by a body of professionals.”

  “And Ada landed in the top three,” Caitlin said. “Very prestigious.”

  “We like to do a brief interview with people who are close to our winners, so we can get a sense of who they are outside the classroom. The human-interest angle. That is, if you have a few minutes.”

  The lie got us inside, a seat on the Cantons’ afghan-draped sofa, and two glasses of freshly squeezed lemonade. On the way in, I checked the photographs on the fireplace mantel. Lots of pictures of a younger Dora and Jim, along with a man and woman who, from their ages and the infant cradled in the woman’s arms, I suspected were Ada’s parents. One big happy family until they suddenly weren’t. I stepped carefully around the question, making small talk until I was on solid enough footing for it.

  “So you’re…her grandparents?” I asked, checking my notes on a spiral pad. I’d picked up the pad at a local convenience store on the way over. The notes were mostly my shopping list.

  “Ada’s parents, well—” Dora gave Jim a pained look. He was stoic, but he didn’t meet my eyes. “It’s still hard to talk about, I’m sorry.”

  “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to intrude.”

  “No, it’s all right. When Ada was five years old, there was a…a car accident. Thank God she was strapped in, she was fine, but our son and our daughter-in-law were killed in the collision. We’ve raised her ever since.”

  I made sympathetic noises and steered the conversation, hunting for something we could use. I was already convinced that Jim and Dora didn’t know a thing about their granddaughter’s secret life. I was also dying to ask Jim about his father, but “did you know he toured as Canton the Magnificent?” was too far out of left field under the circumstances. Caitlin, sharp as a razor, found a backdoor entrance to the question.

  “Going over her high school records,” Caitlin said, “we noticed she won first prize at a…talent show, I believe?”

  The corners of Dora’s eyes crinkled as she savored the memory. “Oh goodness, I remember. She worked on her performance for months. Always a perfectionist, our Ada. Not sure where she got the idea to do magic tricks, but it was a lovely show. Of course, I’m biased.”

  “No other magicians in your family, then?” I asked.

  Jim waved his hand. “Not a one. Ada’s father was an engineer—I figure that’s where she got the brains—and my old man was a long-haul trucker. Not a lot of time for pulling rabbits out of hats.”

  I bit down on the obvious follow-up question, but one glance at Caitlin told me she was thinking the same thing I was. Long-haul truckers could be away from home for weeks at a time. A perfect cover, if Canton was hiding his theater life from his own family. Even in the modern age, the outside world had a hard time finding a foothold in Talbot Cove; back in the forties and fifties, it would have been a fortress of isolation.

  After that they wanted to gush a little, telling us about Ada’s achievements, her academic record, the time one of her experiments set the garage on fire. I let them talk and pretended to take notes. I knew one thing right off the bat: Ada was their kid. The gulf of a generation, the pages of the chapter torn out between them, only brought them closer together. They’d raised her, and they talked about her with the kind of pride reserved for parents whose child had climbed higher, blossomed brighter, than they ever had.

  Sometimes I wondered what that felt like. Then I thought about all the ways parenthood could go wrong. Like how I was sipping these nice folks’ lemonade, listening to their warm memories and their hopes for the future, knowing full well that their beloved child was racing headfirst for a mortuary slab. I could only hope it wasn’t me who ended up putting her there.

  Not that she was short of volunteers for the job. Her first outing, she and her buddies managed to piss off Royce and draw the wrath of the Chainmen. Her second, she ripped off a transporter for the Boston mob and killed two security guards on her way in. I didn’t know what she was planning for her third act, beyond tracking down Marcel Deschamps—and if that trail led her to the Enemy’s doorstep, she was as good as dead. My best hope was finding Ada before it was too late. Do that, and maybe I could figure out a way to save her from herself.

  Dora offered to show us Ada’s old room. I said a couple of photographs might be perfect for the newsletter. We followed her up a narrow flight of steps to the first room on the left. I never would have pegged it as a budding killer’s room, but then nothing lately was turning out the way it first appeared. Appropriate, under the circumstances. Her room was white and pink, a poster of a horse on one candy-colored wall, a dresser lined with trophies. Science fair, math camp, debate team. While Caitlin snapped a photo with her phone, I was scouting for anything that might betray the source of her obsession.

  All three of my eyes came up empty. In my second sight, the room was as null as the rest of the house, a magical void. If she ever studied her craft in this room, she’d been smart enough to take her tools and books with her when she went off to college.

  “Looks like she never left,” I said.

  “Well, she comes home whenever she can.” Dora clasped her hands together, her gaze distant as it fell upon the empty bed. “Feels like she was just here.”

  “Recently?” I asked.

  “She visited over break. Not that we got to see her all that much.”

  “Girl never stops moving,” Jim said, looming in the doorway behind her. “Not for a second.”

  “Coursework?” I asked.

  “Volunteer work.” Jim chuckled. “I told her, you’re already in college, you don’t need to pump up your resume with that stuff. Just get good grades, people’ll be falling all over themselves to offer you a job once you graduate. But that’s our Ada. She’s not happy unless she’s making other people happy. She’s always been that way.”

  “What sort of volunteer work?” Caitlin asked.

  “Up on the north side of town there’s this old theater, the Rialto. It’s been boarded up for God knows how long, decades, I think. Anyway, the town wants to rehab the place, turn it into a community center. Ada got herself on the cleanup crew, and she was out there every waking hour for two weeks straight.”

  Dora bunched up the droopy neck of her sweater in a nervous fist. “I’m just glad she didn’t get tetanus. All that old rusty junk in there, I was sure she’d get tetanus.”

  Caitlin and I shared a glance. I flipped my notebook shut.

  “A conscientious and civic-minded young lady,” I said. “We’ll be sure to note that in the press release.”
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  The Rialto had been a palace once. I had never seen her in her prime, but her art-deco corpse had beautiful bones. Plaster swells rose up along hard angles and embraced the theater’s body like the rib cage of a whale, bleaching in the sun. A long and tall marquee hung out front, lined with cracked and burned-out bulbs. A ten-yard dumpster stood at the curb. It was piled high with splintered wood and rotten upholstery stretched over the husks of old, broken seats.

  “Town’s website says this is one of the oldest buildings in Talbot Cove,” I said as we circled around the side of the theater. “This, the town hall, and the old paper mill. Every other founders’ structure in town has been rehabbed or demolished and rebuilt at least once, but these were the originals. Historical landmarks.”

  Caitlin craned her neck, looking up to the eaves of the theater. We eased down a narrow strip of alley, more an accident of architecture than actual planning, where scraggly weeds grew wild between the cracked paving stones.

  “And this alone was the apple of Ada’s inquisitive eye,” Caitlin purred. “She found something here. Something that transformed her from a righteous crusader to a murderous one.”

  An off-the-rack hardware-store padlock and a length of bike chain secured the bar on the backstage door. Kid stuff. Caitlin kept a casual lookout while I jimmied it open, jamming the cheap combination wheel and popping the hasp. The chain slithered free and coiled in the weed-choked dirt at my feet. The door opened with a groan, yawning into darkness.

  I tapped my cell phone and turned it into a window of white light. I held it high in my grip, strobing the beam across antique wooden floorboards smeared with arcs of gray dust. Caitlin didn’t need the help; her pupils blossomed, motes of copper dancing in the black as her eyes adjusted to the gloom. The stale smell of sawdust and mothballs hung in the musty air.

  The boards of the stage creaked under my shoes. I stood at the edge of dead footlights, shining my beam across the empty chasm of the theater. Most of the seating had been stripped away, leaving bare floor and rusted bolts behind, the first stage of renovations to come. I lingered there for a bit. Imagination painted the gallery full, spectators in evening clothes shuffling down the ghostly aisles, filling the seats, the velvet-draped walls catching the din of anticipation and bouncing it off crystal chandeliers. I saw Caitlin in the corner of my eye, staring at me. Must have been something on my face.

  “You’ve never performed for an audience, have you?” she asked.

  I twirled my left hand. A playing card, the jack of spades, popped up between my thumb and index finger. Then it danced, spinning across the back of my knuckles, and I caught it before it fell. With a snap of my fingers, the card vanished from sight. No sorcery there, just practice and muscle memory.

  “Never did,” I said. “Learning stage magic and escape techniques was part of Bentley and Corman’s curriculum, though. It’s tradition, teaches you discipline and gives you some moves that come in handy long before you get into the real stuff. By the time I hit my mid-twenties, I could have put on a hell of an act if I ever wanted to go straight.”

  “Did you ever want to?”

  I arched an eyebrow. “Go straight? Never. Not even once.”

  “I know that,” she said with an impish smile. “Did you ever want to tread the boards?”

  I looked out across the imaginary audience.

  “I don’t know. Always thought it might be fun. I’d probably be too anxious, though. All those eyes watching me?”

  “Really. Daniel Faust. Afflicted with stage fright. We’ve literally killed monsters together.”

  “Hey, there’s scary, then there’s really scary.” I looked her way. “How about you? Ever miss it?”

  Caitlin wandered to the edge of the stage. She stretched, languid, as her copper-flecked eyes gazed out into the dark.

  “It’s been a long, long time,” she said. “Last time I stood on a stage was…1926? Or ‘27? Did a silent film with my friend Lulu. I think there’s still a print floating around out there somewhere. I’d like to track it down someday.”

  “Bet you were a hell of a flapper.”

  Her laughter echoed in the cavernous gloom.

  “I took my tips on style from the very best. Lulu used to say, ‘A well-dressed woman, even though her purse is painfully empty, can conquer the world.’ And back then, mine was empty indeed.”

  “Look at you now,” I said. “Hound and heir to a prince.”

  Caitlin played that off with a chuckle as she strolled past me. “The latter means less than you think, pet. I fully expect Prince Sitri to hold his throne until the heat-death of the universe. There will be no royal crown upon my brow. I’m not affronted by that; I rather enjoy being his hound. I’d be bored silly, sitting on a throne all day.”

  “Workaholic,” I said.

  “Guilty. Besides, Earth is where the fun is.”

  Whatever Ada found here, it wasn’t on the stage. My phone’s light marked a path beyond the proscenium arch and down a sagging flight of stairs that groaned dangerously under our feet. A dead and silent boiler room stood below the theater. Then a long, narrow hall lined with abandoned dressing rooms, most of the doors stripped from their hinges. The furniture was gone too, presumably sold off long ago or junked as scrap by the rehab team. All that remained were solitary cells, thin and moldy carpet, discolored rectangles on the walls where mirrors once hung.

  But something still lived here, in the lonely heart of the Rialto.

  I wasn’t the only one who felt it. At my side, Caitlin’s eyes narrowed to slits. There was magic here, old magic, baked into the crumbling brick and haunting this place more than any ghost or roaming phantom. If the spell once cast upon the Rialto was a symphony, what remained was the last fading echo of the final chord. Or the background radiation left behind in the wake of a leaking nuclear bomb.

  Fat orange cords ran the length of the hallway; the rehab team had brought in a pair of generators and standing lights to guide their work. They’d been down here. Ada had been down here. I paused as a lumpy shadow inside a dressing-room caught my eye. A forty-pound yellow sack of Quikrete slouched three-quarters deflated, next to a plastic bucket, a couple of trowels, and a crumpled plastic tarp.

  “Repair work,” I murmured.

  “That’s the plan, no? They’re going to have to remodel this place from top to bottom if it’s ever going to reopen.”

  “Yeah, but…not yet. Look at this place; they’re still stripping it down, moving the old junk out. And once they are ready to start repairs, it’s going to take a heck of a lot more than one bag of mortar and a couple of hand tools.”

  I led the way down the corridor, checking every doorway, my phone’s beam slowly panning across every bare surface.

  “This was somebody’s personal project,” I said.

  And there it was, last dressing room on the left. An uneven patch of wall untouched by a speck of paint, where new bricks filled the ghost of an old doorway. Sloppy gray mortar oozed between the slabs, frozen and drooling, an amateur do-it-yourself job by someone who had never worked a day on a real construction site.

  “They were in a hurry,” Caitlin mused. “Didn’t want anyone stumbling upon their discovery. This is the child of panic, not planning.”

  I pressed my fingers against the rough face of the makeshift wall. It held firm.

  “I’ll need something to break it down,” I said. “I’ll scout around upstairs. Maybe they left a crowbar or something—”

  “Pet?” Caitlin said. “Step back.”

  I stepped back. So did she, measuring the distance from the wall to the dressing-room doorway. Then she shot at the masonry like a bullet from a gun, lunging and snapping one foot out in a kick that could crush bones like glass. Bricks shattered under her heel, spitting a cloud of chips and dust as they jarred loose. Two more kicks brought the makeshift construction down in a rumbling cascade, leaving a jagged and gaping hole behind.

  “Or,” I said, “we could get it open that way.”

  She gestured to the hole with a courtly bow. I gingerly stepped across the pile of rubble, shining my light into the darkness beyond. The hidden space was smaller than the dressing room, some kind of walk-in storage closet judging from the antique steamer trunks lining the wall. They stood open and empty on their corroded brass hinges, stripped bare of whatever treasures they once held. A projector sat on a dusty wooden table, alongside a trio of aluminum film canisters.

  Two of the canisters were empty. The third, still cradling a thick spool of old celluloid, wore a strip of faded yellow tape across its face. Black ink in a feminine hand read Watch Me.

  That sounded like solid advice. While Caitlin carefully threaded the reel, I ventured back upstairs, hunting for the generators the rehab crew left behind. One still had a cup of gas in the tank. I got it chugging after a few false starts, then spooled down one of the endless snaking extension cords.

  The projector rattled to life. A rectangle of light blossomed onto the back wall of the storage room. Black and white numbers counted down, covered in scratches and cigarette burns.

  Then we were looking at a dressing room, possibly one of the ones we’d just been standing in, back in the Rialto’s heyday. I knew the man in the top hat and tails in a heartbeat: Howard Canton himself, fresh from the stage. He dropped his top hat—the same one I’d held in my hands, the hiding place for his magic wand—onto a makeup vanity and stripped off his tuxedo jacket.

  Then came a transformation I didn’t expect. Canton’s pencil-thin mustache peeled off. So did his bushy eyebrows, revealing the real, slender ones beneath. The dress shirt came unbuttoned, exposing a tight-laced binder before the magician donned a casual robe and tugged the belt snug around her waist.

  “Howard Canton…was a woman?” Caitlin whispered.

  I’d gotten the generation right, the magician wrong. Ed and Louise Canton were Ada’s great-grandparents, and I thought that Ed had taken to the stage under an assumed name. Louise was Howard Canton, hiding her identity twice over. Her voice, deep and resonant, warbled across the room on the tinny audio as she addressed the camera’s eye.

  “If you’re watching this…” She trailed off, wearing half of an amused smile. “Well, if you’re watching this, I’m dead. Hopefully after a long and happy life, passing peacefully in bed and surrounded by my loved ones, but I don’t think that’s in the cards. I’ve run afoul of a man named Damien Ecko. Well, not a—not a man, exactly, not anymore. The point is, a confrontation is inevitable, and only one of us is going to survive it. I can’t guarantee it’ll be me.”

  That prediction was right on the money. The last time Ecko and I faced off, he’d casually bragged about murdering Canton back in the fifties. At least I could find some pleasing irony in the fact that Canton’s own wand, lost for decades, had helped me put the undead bastard down once and for all.

  “My name is Louise, but if I do my job right, history will only know me as Howard Canton. I’ve taken pains you can’t imagine to maintain the deception. It’s funny. When I was just starting out, I was told—again and again—that audiences wouldn’t take a woman seriously upon the stage. I could be the magician’s assistant, just not the star of the show. And I would love to tell you that’s the reason for my charade. But believe me, if it were an option, I’d rather languish in obscurity as Louise than shine as Howard. It’s galling, working so hard, perfecting an act, never to be recognized or applauded for it.”

  Louise sat down at the vanity. She paused, gathering her thoughts.

  “But someday, most likely when I’m long dead, most likely when you’re watching this very recording, a creature is going to come hunting. Hunting for my legacy, and for your inheritance. You see, the Paladin…the Paladin always reincarnates as a woman. And so I’ve concealed my true identity, in the hopes that the Enemy doesn’t pick up my trail. At least not before you do.”
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  “I’m getting ahead of myself,” Louise Canton said, her black-and-white image flickering on the wall. “I’ll make another recording after this, with all the information you need, all the lore I’ve gathered. Suffice it to say that a singular story lies at the heart of creation and I am a part of it. And, if I’ve done my job properly, so are you.”

  I looked to the empty film canisters on the table. And then to the empty steamer trunks along the wall. Ada, I thought. This is what she saw. This is the moment that changed her life forever.

  “I didn’t know what I was, not at first,” Louise said. “Ed and I went to Tibet, for our honeymoon. Trip of a lifetime, we thought. I had no idea. Once my eyes were opened to the real world, once I started searching for knowledge—using my touring performances for cover—I learned a few essential facts. First and foremost, the cycle is broken. The Enemy was imprisoned in a pocket world; his captors meant well, they really did, but it’s a flawed cage. Eventually, he will break free, and the story will resume as it always has. What the jailers’ efforts bought me was time. A life’s worth, at least, and that’s a luxury I don’t think I’ve ever had.”

  I was still trying to wrap my head around Canton being the last incarnation of the Paladin. Or, for that matter, the fact that her wand was nestled in a sheath against my inner arm. Did explain why the thing was so goddamn stubborn, though. It knew what I was.

  “My plan is in two parts,” Louise explained. “The first is perhaps unprecedented, but necessary. Our memories are burned away with every fresh incarnation and I’ve found no way around that obstacle. My response is a more subtle bit of spellwork. I am attempting to dig a channel for my own…spiritual signature, I could say. A snare—a trap, really—for myself. If it works, and I can only pray it does, then my next incarnation will be born right here in Talbot Cove. More than that, she will be drawn, one way or another, to the psychic beacon I’ve placed in this room.”

  She spread her open hands, looking resigned.

  “And that, sadly, is the burden I now lay upon your shoulders. If my work is true, then you…well, you’re me. The Paladin, reborn. And if the Enemy has been unleashed, it is your destiny to face him in battle. If you fail, this world and everyone in it will die. The fate of countless billions—everyone alive, everyone who will ever live—depends on you now.”

  I felt a ghost at my side. I could almost see her in the corner of my eye: Ada, standing behind the crackling beam of light, watching her great-grandmother on the silver screen. Ada, who had spent her entire life hungering for a crusade, aching for a righteous war to fight.

  It was too much. The Paladin’s burden was monstrous, too heavy for anyone to carry, let alone a kid like Ada. Most people would break under a weight like that.

  “Which brings us to the second part of my plan,” Louise said. “With a lifetime to prepare, a life of unexpected peace, I’ve set myself to solving the problem of the Enemy. Not just defeating him—which means we do this all over again, on some other world, just as we’ve done since the dawn of time—but ending him. My aim is to craft a series of occult devices, devices imbued with my own power and knowledge. I will arm you for victory, and together? Together we will eradicate the Enemy and write the final chapter of this story at long last. We’re going to save the multiverse.”

  A cigarette burn erupted in the heart of the projection, blossoming, igniting Canton’s image and swallowing the film until nothing was left but black scratches on silver and the metronome tick of the projector. The tail of the film slipped free of its spool and spun, slapping the air. I flicked a heavy switch and powered the projector down.

  “Fuck my life,” I muttered.

  Caitlin gestured to the empty film canisters. “Presumably, the rest of her brilliant plan was on those. Which Ada took with her, along with anything she found in those two steamer trunks.”

  “She got the crusade she always wanted. And a license to kill. This explains her newfound thirst for violence. When you’re fighting to save the lives of billions, a few random security guards are a small price to pay. My hunch is Ada was always a budding killer; what she needed—what she wanted—was an excuse.”

  “She may spill far more blood before she’s finished,” Caitlin said.

  “And she could be wrong. Look, yes, hell of a coincidence that she’s the last Paladin’s great-granddaughter. And if Louise Canton’s ritual worked, if she really got herself to reincarnate in the same tiny backwater town and pull herself toward the messages she left behind, maybe Ada really is her.”

  “But,” Caitlin said.

  I held up two fingers. “Ada Lovelace Canton and Harmony Black. Both of them born in Talbot Cove. Both of them drawn to the occult underground. When Ada was five years old, a car wreck killed her parents; when Harmony was five, a home invader killed her father and stole her sister.”

  “They’re both Paladin candidates. And if Harmony is the Paladin…”

  “Then Ada’s fighting a crusade she can’t win. And worse, if Louise really did embed a way to destroy the Enemy into her magic kit, and Ada’s running around gathering up all the stray pieces—” I pressed my fingers to my forehead, wincing at a stab of pain behind my eyes. “Jesus, she might as well gift wrap it for him. He’ll kill her with a wave of his hand, literally, and scoop it all up from whatever’s left of her corpse.”

  “He’s already made some progress on that front,” Caitlin observed. “Considering he’s sent Marcel all over the globe to snatch up anything and everything connected to Canton’s legacy, clearly the ruse wasn’t as airtight as Louise hoped. He knows, and he has a head start on all of us.”

  Ada might not be the Paladin. Or she might be, and I wasn’t sure which possibility I liked less. I was back at that coffeehouse in St. Louis, hearing her old buddy’s voice. If I had to settle on one word to describe her? Just one?

  Dangerous. That girl is dangerous.

  I was more or less ready to accept that our world’s entire future hinged on a showdown between the Paladin and the Enemy. I was less prepared to face the possibility that the Paladin was a psycho. In the end, though, it didn’t change what needed to be done.

  “First things first,” I said. “We stay the course. We find Ada, get the shipping records, track Marcel down before she does, and kill him. Once I’m not the Thief anymore, I’ll have a little more breathing room.”

  “Agreed,” Caitlin said. “And then?”

  “The fact is, we’ve got two strong candidates for the Paladin, but no proof. Hell, it might not be either of them. When it’s time for the final showdown, we’ll only have one shot, and if we’re wrong, bye-bye planet. We have to be right about this.”

  “So we need…some sort of test.” Caitlin pursed her lips, thinking. “Which requires knowledge we don’t have. Yet.”

  “I’ll rope in Hedy and her people. They might have some insight.”

  “Have they heard anything from…?” She flicked her gaze skyward.

  “From what I gather, everybody on that end of things is working on the Network angle. Pulling Adam off the board—not to mention taking out the King of Rust—opened up one hell of an opportunity. The kind that may not come around for another few thousand years. They’re focused on taking advantage while they can and making the most of it. I can’t blame ’em, but it means we can’t expect any help from on high; they’re dealing with a few hundred other problems at the moment.”

  “The usual state of affairs. Which leaves this matter on our shoulders.”

  “On the Paladin’s shoulders,” I said. “Which brings us to step three. Once we figure out who she is, we need to make damn sure she wins the big game. If Canton’s relics are the key to making that happen, I want them. All of ’em.”

  “What about the ones already in the Enemy’s possession?” she asked.

  “Especially those.”

  “He can rewrite history with a touch of his hand, and you…want to rob him.”

  “Hey, I did tell Melanie we were going to pull a locust job. I figure Louise Canton’s is about seventy years past due.” I looked to the silent projector. “The Paladin might have to fight fair. We don’t.”

  “Which doesn’t change our present impasse,” she said. “The girl is long gone, and I don’t see any reason for her to return anytime soon.”

  Ada was covering, calling home, trying to keep her grandparents in the dark and pretend that everything was fine, a short-term solution at best, and it was only a matter of weeks, days maybe, from coming apart at the seams. A woman with a serious plan would know that. The backlash from the art heist in Detroit, losing five of her crew in a single night, must have rattled her hard.

  What else did we know? She’d taken over the Redemption Choir and the last of Sullivan’s half-demon flock, and while their aim was different, the methods were the same. She’d learned Sullivan’s entire playbook and studied his style before we buried him. If she wasn’t sure of her own next move, she’d fall back on his.

  “Let’s go home,” I told Caitlin. “It’s just a hunch, but I think I know where she is.”

  




  
  





19.


  
  The heavy-metal thrum of the helicopter’s blades drowned out the world, even with bulky cans over my ears. The swing arm of the headset hovered in front of my lips as I told the pilot where to fly.

  “Little more east. Couple of miles, maybe.”

  “You got it.” His voice crackled in my ears, tinny and muffled. He pulled the stick and our chopper veered out into the desert, toward painted red rocks and distant mountains, the skyline of Las Vegas a remote memory at our backs. We had left the highway, and civilization, soaring through a cloudless blue sky as the morning sun battered down and sent all the night creatures scurrying for cover. All of them except for me, anyway.

  Normally if I needed a pilot I’d call the twins. Reluctantly, but I’d call them. The federal dragnet that targeted their old boss and sent him on the run had frozen all of Nicky’s assets, including the Vegas sky-tour franchise. Fortunately, the feds auctioned it off for pennies on the dollar and the new owner was open to unusual business proposals. Five hundred bucks bought me two hours of flight time, anywhere I wanted.

  I was chasing an old, bad memory. I was pretty sure I knew the way.

  A man-made speck rose up in the distance. I lifted a pair of binoculars to my eyes. The shuddering chopper turned the lenses into smeary blurs of light.

  “Can you hold her steady?”

  “This is steady,” he said.

  Fine. Hovering was a bad idea anyway; there was no justification for it, not out here in the middle of nowhere. I lowered the binoculars to my lap.

  “Do me a favor,” I said. “Fly that way. Not toward it, but past it, like you’re on your way somewhere and your flight path’s just a coincidence. Pass by close, so I can take a good look real quick, but keep going and don’t slow down.”

  “One flyby, comin’ right up.” The helicopter leaned as he pulled right, setting his course.

  I cupped my hand over my eyes to cut the glare. We’d only get one shot at this; coming back for a second pass would make anyone on the ground suspicious, and I didn’t want them any more paranoid than they already were.

  The distant heat mirage took on shape and form. Sunbaked adobe walls, wooden struts, a compound ringed with a tall iron fence. The Spanish mission, once long-abandoned, had become Sullivan’s base of operations back when he took the Redemption Choir west.

  Ada’s base now.

  A row of pickups gathered dust in the compound lot, sturdy four-by-fours built for the rigors of the desert. A handful of people were offloading wooden crates from a back bed, lugging them into the main building. From this distance, I couldn’t make out faces, let alone tell if they were the same thieves who hit Carolyn’s place, but in my second sight they glistened like fresh blood on twisted barbed wire. Cambion. Unless there were two packs contending for the Redemption Choir’s name, I’d found Ada’s home away from home.

  *     *     *

  “A handful of rogue cambion are hardly a threat,” Caitlin sniffed, following me around the bedroom as I tossed gear onto my storm-gray duvet. “Not to me, and especially not in my father’s territory. If they’re not entirely feral, there’s a good chance they’ll stand down at my command.”

  “I’m not questioning your skills or your authority,” I told her. I ran a fast mental inventory: black turtleneck, black jeans, black running shoes with good padding on the soles. Grappling hook. Where was my grappling hook?

  “Then why is this even in question? I should go with you.”

  The worry at the edge of her voice yanked me from full throttle to a dead stop. I turned to face her, jolted out of my hustle, and looked her in the eye.

  “It’s not them I’m worried about.”

  She got it now. Her lips tightened.

  “It’s me,” she said.

  “In Michigan, we were just digging for intel. Nothing taken, so no harm, no foul. Tonight is a heist. I’m going in there to steal that shipping laptop, plus any Canton relics I can get my hands on—”

  “And your part of the first story is in play,” she said. “The Thief returns home victorious, and his lover murders him.”

  I closed the space between us. One hand slid around Caitlin’s hip, pulling her close. My fingertip traced the tight curve of her jaw.

  “I know you would never hurt me on purpose,” I said. “But we also know the first story is a real fucker when it comes to arranging accidents and twisting people’s fates around. So this is the safe way to play it. I’ll go in alone, grab the shipping data, and hightail it to wherever Marcel Deschamps is hiding. I put two in his head, boom boom, he’s reborn as the Thief on some other planet, and I come home and take us out for a nice dinner to celebrate. Deal?”

  She still looked dubious, but her hard edges softened. She reached up, took hold of my finger, and gave it a squeeze.

  “Vetri Cucina?” she asked.

  “I’ll call and make reservations. Do two things for me?”

  “Name it.”

  “Kiss me goodbye?”

  “No,” Caitlin said.

  Then she pulled me in close, our lips met, and the world melted around us until I ran out of breath. Her arms folded around me, hands holding me tight.

  “But I’ll kiss you goodbye for now,” she murmured in my ear. “Just for a little while. What else?”

  Reluctantly, slowly, I pulled away. I opened my closet door and dodged to one side as a pair of cardboard boxes, precariously balanced at the top of a mountain of junk, came sliding down to crash at my feet.

  “Help me find my grappling hook?”

  *     *     *

  Parting took longer than expected. There were more semi-goodbye kisses in between finding the rest of my gear. Then a drive across town to the car-rental place, where I picked up an SUV and drove southwest on I-15. Four more hours on the highway would land me in Los Angeles. My destination was less than halfway there, in the wilderness of the Mojave National Preserve and down twenty minutes of beaten back road. The GPS could only do so much—“secret cambion terrorist hideout” wasn’t on the list of destination options—but memory and the flyover would take me most of the way.

  The sun sizzled down at the highway’s edge, painting the horizon in dirty pink neon. Then came the turquoise blue, and the darkness beyond. I flicked on the SUV’s headlights, beams shaking over every bone-jolting lump in the road. More a suggestion of a road now, a trail carved back in the days when only horses rode out this way. A desert pilgrimage for priests and outlaws, looking for redemption or looking for Spanish gold.

  I didn’t expect to find either one tonight, but I’d take any gold I could get. I’d settle for Marcel’s address.

  Close enough. The SUV rumbled to a stop and I killed the engine. The headlights died, plunging the world into shadow. My duffel sat on the passenger seat; it rattled as I shouldered it. Then I jumped out and my running shoes touched down on pale hard-packed sand, an astronaut landing on the moon.

  Frigid as the moon, too. The desert turned arctic by night. I was thankful for it as I rolled a black ski mask down over my face. The ninja look would be sweltering—and impractical—in the heat of the day, but now I blended with the landscape, a fast-moving shadow. We were far enough from the electric pollution of urban sprawl for the stars to come out; they were a spray of chipped ice, glinting in the black, and thin cold light shone down from a merciless sliver of bone-white moon.

  Night critters scurried ahead of me, vanishing into the scrub, off on their own nocturnal missions. A fist-sized spider perched on a rust-red rock and slowly unfolded its furry forelegs, stretching itself awake.

  I followed a glow on the western horizon. The glow became standing floodlights. One cast a wide and pale arc across the compound, framing the sleeping trucks. Another illuminated the approach to the iron gates. I went wide, leaving the road and circling the mission grounds.

  The beam of a flashlight dropped me to my knees. I froze, low in the sand as a pair of men strolled a slow and lazy patrol just inside the fencing. I held my breath, didn’t move, didn’t blink until they turned their backs and moved on. Even then, I didn’t start moving again until the distant crunch of their footfalls faded to silence.

  I studied the mission as I circled around. The main building had inner lights on, shining behind the frosted glass windows. Occasional shadows moved in and out of sight, but I couldn’t get a real idea of how many followers Ada had now—or how many of them, like the two on patrol outside, were packing heat. I had brought an insurance policy of my own, a .45 automatic in a calfskin shoulder holster, but trading bullets was a last resort. My goal was the usual on a score like this: get in, get out, and be long gone before anyone figured out they’d been robbed.

  That said, a “score like this” usually had more prep time and research involved. Normally I’d want blueprints, multiple angles of surveillance, at least three nights and preferably a week of constant watch on the target. When it came to breaking-and-entering jobs, intel was king; the more you knew before you went in, the more likely you’d come out in one piece.

  Time denied me that luxury. Ada wanted Peretsky’s shipping manifest for the same reason I did: to track down Marcel Deschamps. If she hadn’t gone after him yet, she was getting ready to, and I couldn’t risk losing her trail. Worse, I couldn’t risk her running into the Enemy before she was ready. And she was a long way from ready.

  I circled to the back, took a knee in the scrub, and waited. I had one eye on my watch. Not the fancy one Caitlin had bought me, but an old workhorse of a Seiko Chronograph on a black leather strap. I had started the stopwatch at the sentries’ last pass, and now I waited for their footsteps to return. Eventually they plodded along, and I clicked the stopwatch as they vanished once more.

  Twenty minutes. That was how long it took them to make a full circuit of the compound, and how long I had to get over that fence, find a door, finesse the lock, and get inside and out of sight. I was already on the move, keeping low as I eyed the first challenge in my way.

  The fence was wrought iron, a good nine feet tall with stout bars and ornamental spikes at the top. I waited ten minutes and burned half my lead as I got ready. Time I couldn’t afford, but sound carried in the desert deeps. I wanted the sentries to be as far away as possible, on the opposite side of the compound, before I made my move.

  My grappling hook was a three-pronged model for professional climbers, lightweight aluminum and tethered to ten feet of thick hazard-yellow rope. I stepped back a foot, judged its weight in my hand, considered the distance, and gave it a throw. The hook sailed up in the air, came down—and lodged between two spikes with a hard metal clang that set my teeth on edge. The sound reverberated like a gunshot, washing out into the darkness as its last throbbing echoes faded into silence.

  I froze, ears perked. Listening for voices, running feet, barking dogs. Nothing. I grabbed the dangling rope with both hands, braced one shoe against the thick iron bar, and began to climb. Slow, hand over hand, feeling the clock counting down with every step toward the top. I ignored the stubborn ache in the small of my back. Mantling the fence slowed me down; I slung one leg over, bracing myself with both arms and vividly picturing what a hard landing on those spikes would feel like.

  Then came the other leg, and I curled the crook of one arm between the fencing as I pulled the hook free. Then I dropped, free-falling for one breathless stomach-lurching second and landing in a crouch on the hard-packed earth. The rope slithered along with me. One good tug and the far end snaked over the top. I gathered it up as I moved, coiling it around my forearm to keep it from tangling up.

  Somewhere off to my right, maybe a hundred yards, I heard voices and footsteps. The tail of a flashlight beam strobed across a stretch of fencing. I cursed under my breath. Either they’d heard something after all or maybe they’d just picked up their pace a little, spurred along by the cold. Either way I had three minutes less than I thought, and now I was jogging as fast as I dared, escaping along a stretch of faded adobe wall and hunting for a way inside.

  I found a door, not the one I would have chosen. No window, solid oak, simple lock, but that didn’t matter. If I got in and found a cambion convention sitting on the other side or even just a single guard with a fast trigger, blood was going to spill. Nothing I could do about that now, not with the sentries closing in fast. I shouldered the coiled rope, took out my picks, and held my breath. I worked by feel, struggling to roll the tumblers as the flashlight beam loomed closer. They were almost around the corner. I had ten seconds, maybe less, and—the stout iron knob turned in my leather-gloved grip. The door swung inward and I moved with it, flowing like water. I pulled the heavy oak shut behind me, trying not to make a sound, and turned to face whatever was waiting on the other side.

  Hopefully not a bullet.
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  I pressed my back to the oak door and took slow, deep breaths. I eyed the knob, waiting to see if it would jiggle. It held fast. Outside, the sentries moved on by.

  I stood at the end of a long, narrow hallway. Dour brown stucco rose up to wooden struts like mine-tunnel supports, decorating the bend of an eleven-foot ceiling. Soft light flickered from wall sconces, bulbs sheathed under old and dusty tulip-petal glass. Voices drifted down the hall, too muffled to make out the words, and thumping electronic music. As I eased closer, one hand drifting toward my holster, gunshots rang out.

  Every muscle in my body went tight. I darted to one side, up against the wall and trying to escape the circular glow from the wall sconce, and my automatic was halfway into my hand before I realized the shots weren’t real. Hollywood bullets from Hollywood guns, too uniform, too much bass. The clatter of an imaginary submachine gun covered my footsteps as I eased closer, edging toward a wide, open archway halfway down the hall.

  Back in his day, Sullivan had converted one of the old chapels into a common room for his cult. That hadn’t changed, though the mood had. Last time I’d been here it was all silence, religious pamphlets, and hard-eyed cambion stripping and cleaning their guns. This time the heavy weaponry was up on a sixty-inch television screen. Four of Ada’s followers, the oldest in his early twenties and the youngest somewhere north of fifteen, lounged on an L-shaped sectional with their heads turned away from the archway. Their eyes were fixed on the screen, and they passed a big plastic tub of popcorn around, drinking off-brand soda while they watched an alien war unfold. Digital soldiers went down screaming in a trench explosion as one of the cambion showed off his video-game mastery.

  Not that they were unarmed. A shotgun sat out on an end table next to a red Solo cup and a half-empty two-liter bottle of Big Fizz Cola. One of the cambion wriggled on the couch, getting comfortable, baring a holstered revolver on his hip.

  “Owned,” said the cambion with the controller, downing another target. “Owned, owned, also owned—”

  “You could let one of us play,” his buddy with the belt holster groused. He reached for the popcorn bowl.

  “Or maybe you could get good, scrub.”

  “Can’t get good if you hog the Playstation all night, now can I?”

  I was getting ready to creep past, picking my direction. I could keep moving down the hall or opt for a second passage angling opposite the open archway. Down the hall felt safer, but—

  Footsteps. Clicking loud off the weathered floorboards, coming fast from the side passage. Nowhere for me to hide. I jogged back, steps light, and pressed myself flat against the wall.

  The new arrival was a woman in her early twenties dressed in a pale pink bathrobe. Not Ada, another of her half-blood followers. She steamed right past me, intent on her target, and stood in the open doorway with her hands on her hips. I quickly took another two side steps to the left, getting out of sight before the gamers turned around.

  “You need to turn it down,” she said. From her tone, not for the first time tonight. “Ada’s trying to sleep.”

  “Sorry, sorry,” someone said. I heard them fumbling for the remote; the gunfire and dramatic music dropped a few notches. Not good. I was counting on the sound to cover my escape. For that matter, the second the new arrival turned around, she’d see me plain as day.

  Don’t leave, I thought, hunting for a solution. Not yet.

  I worked the lines of sight. I was behind her now, but if I crossed the archway, the cambion looking her way would spot me. I was safe where I was, but only until she turned. From where I stood I could see the oaken door I’d entered from—too far down the hall to reach, too dangerous to try it—and the end table at the edge of the sofa.

  “You should all be asleep,” she said. “Tomorrow is a big day.”

  “You’re not sleeping,” one of them protested.

  She folded her arms across her chest. “I’m not sleeping because my room is right above this one, and someone is up past midnight playing Call of Dumbass with the speakers cranked up. Gee, I wonder who that could be.”

  Great. I was already worried about her turning around. Now she was about to lead an entire parade right past me. I had one idea. Desperate, a long shot, but it was all I had. I snaked a single playing card from the deck in my hip pocket, drawing off the top.

  “We’re not even leaving until, like, noon,” the one with the controller protested. I heard a wilting electronic dirge as the distraction brought his electronic alter ego down. “And we can sleep on the plane.”

  The whole clan was going on a trip together. I had to bet that Ada had gone over the shipping records with a fine-toothed comb and found Marcel’s home address. That sealed it: leaving empty-handed wasn’t an option. I ran my thumb over the face of the playing card, rousing it awake with a tiny spark of magic, and calculated angles like a billiards player going for a championship-winning shot.

  The girl took one angry step into the room, just like I needed her to.

  “We are going to war tomorrow,” she said, “and if you don’t take this seriously—”

  I flicked the card. It flew high in a blur, arcing past her back and up toward the top of the open arch. Then it sparked off the stucco wall and fired downward. The razor edge of the card sliced through the two-liter bottle of cola. It burst with a bang, spraying soda in a jet across the cambion on the sofa, knocking the big Solo cup over and spreading a dark amber river across the old floorboards.

  “What did you do?” one shouted. I heard feet hitting the floor, people jumping up, a remote control clattering.

  “Nothing, I didn’t even touch it!”

  Now it was all muffled curses and scrambling and that was my shot. I held my breath, got low, and lurched past the open archway. I was halfway down the hall, heart pounding louder than the sound of my footsteps, before I was sure they weren’t coming after me. They were shouting—at each other, everyone looking to lay blame for the mess on someone else’s shoulders—and the noise muffled my retreat until I rounded the next corner and slipped out of sight.

  I had counted five cambion so far. I knew she had more than that from the crew at Carolyn’s alone, and I had to figure most of the compound was sleeping. I aimed to keep it that way. I passed a few closed doors and eyed the dark cracks beneath the old, warped wood. The slightest creak or groan would give me away if anyone was a light sleeper, so I had to be picky about where I went digging. Where would Ada rest her head?

  Easy. If she stayed true to form, she’d be in Sullivan’s old quarters. The suite that once belonged to the mission’s monsignor. I knew the way.

  Through the kitchens, cluttered, counters packed with bulk-sale crackers and chips and an industrial-size tub of generic peanut butter. The revitalized Redemption Choir was feeling more and more like a cash-strapped frat house by the minute. The dining room changed my opinion. Maybe it was the careful row of automatic rifles, new and shiny and clean as a whistle, lining the antique table. Or the open crate at the far side, with some of the artwork from Becker’s gallery standing on end and shrouded under rolls of bubble wrap.

  An open spiral notebook next to a burner phone told me the score. Phone numbers, checkmarks, and occasional notes like “wants the Currin, offering $26K.” Another page listed details of a bank transfer, with routing numbers and a confirmation string. They were slowly moving the stolen art, turning what they could into cash—and from the look of the hardware on display, turning the cash into weapons.

  I studied one of the guns. It was a Belgian F2000, a stubby bullpup rifle with a profile straight out of a sci-fi movie. The piece was new, fresh-off-the-assembly-line new, straight from an arms dealer’s briefcase. If I was reading the numbers in the ledger right, they’d also paid about ten times what it was worth. I couldn’t get a weapon like this from Winslow; then again, he’d be the first to remind me that I didn’t need one.

  Amateur hour. If they were taking a score, guns were a liability for anything but crowd control. If they were looking to make a kill, they could get just as much done with a few silenced .22s as they could with the action-movie hardware. Don’t get me wrong, there’s a time for shock and awe, and I’d gone that route a few times myself—but I knew how to do it with a fraction of the budget. I hoped that comment about “going to war tomorrow” was just hyperbole, something for Ada to pump up the troops with.

  The alternative was that they’d dug past Marcel already and found the Enemy’s lair. And no matter how they imagined that fight was going to go, they were dead wrong.

  I kept moving. Up a tight, curving back staircase, winding around lacquered wooden banisters, and up to the second floor.

  My destination was the last bedroom at the end of the hall, flanked by closed and darkened doors on either side. I inched along, listening to the floorboards groan under my feet and someone’s soft and steady snore. The noise of the television downstairs had faded to silence, and I hoped that didn’t mean they were all on their way upstairs. I moved as fast as I dared to, padding my way to the final door.

  The cold, antique handle turned in my grip. The threshold drew a line of shadow across the faded wood grain. I eased my way inside.

  I stood by the door until my eyes adjusted to the gloom. This was a two-room suite, wide but spartan, with antique furniture that was probably handmade by the monks who once lived here. Sanded, heavy, with Gothic details. Everything smelled like church: old incense smoke and the musk of forest resin. A heavy purse dangled over the back of a chair by its strap. Clothes, eclectic and punk, were draped over a table. More outfits slouched on their hangers, leaning from a half-open wardrobe.

  I listened to Ada’s shallow breath. She was asleep in Sullivan’s old bed, on the far side of an open doorway. Fifteen feet away. I made my way to the writing desk, taking it one slow step at a time.
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  As I crept toward the desk, a dull glint of metal from the wardrobe caught my eye. Canton’s brass pocket watch dangled on a chain from a herringbone vest. The wardrobe was right next to the open doorway and I could see the silhouette of Ada’s body under thin covers on the bed just beyond the threshold. Her slender shoulders rose and fell with her sleeping breath.

  I took another step. The sanded wood groaned under my heel.

  Ada rolled over. She dragged the sheets with her as her legs shifted, and she let out a tiny sigh of discontent. I turned into a statue, crouching down in the dark, straining to see if her eyes were open. After a long, frozen minute, the rasp of gentle snoring washed through the doorway.

  I tried again, holding my breath and counting the footsteps. Three, two, one last dangerous step and I was close enough to touch the dangling watch. I gingerly unclipped the chain and took hold of my prize. The metal pulsed against my palm; it was warm, too soft for brass, like the reassuring feel of a friend’s hand in mine.

  Not the prize I’d come for, though. That was over on the antique writing desk amid a clutter of stray paper and crumpled receipts. I recognized the scratched-up gunmetal clamshell of Peretsky’s laptop. I eased my way over, still slow, careful, and added it to my haul. A memo pad sat beside it, with letterhead from a Holiday Inn in Detroit. Nothing written on it, but I peeled off the top couple of pages and took them with me. If she’d been using it to make notes or give her people their marching orders, some quick work with a light pencil might unveil the impressions her words had left behind.

  The thin mattress crinkled. Ada rolled under the covers again, going fetal. She whimpered in the dark. It was a tiny, quavering sound, like it should have come from a girl half her age. Nightmare, I thought. What do paladins have nightmares about?

  But she wasn’t a paladin, not yet, even if the first story had plans for her. She was too young, too green, too eager, and she was going to get herself and her followers killed. I told myself that I couldn’t let that happen; if she really was the capital-P Paladin, going off half-cocked wouldn’t just be the end for her, it’d be the end of the world. Watching out for her was just good business on my part. Looking out for my own self-interest.

  That was bullshit, though.

  If someone handed me ironclad proof that Ada wasn’t the Paladin, it wouldn’t change a thing. I still wasn’t going to let her throw her life away. She was a dumb mixed-up kid who had gotten roped into a destiny way too big for her shoulders—too big for anyone’s shoulders—and she didn’t deserve that. She’d also earned herself a taste for blood—nothing I could do about that, but maybe I could pull her away from the path she was on before it was too late.

  Canton’s wand pulsed against my forearm. Not a warning this time. More of an…approving nod?

  “Nobody asked your opinion,” I breathed, reaching for a stray ballpoint pen. “Jerk-ass wand.”

  I uncapped the pen and wrote a quick note on the hotel stationery.

  
    Ada,
  

  
    Hopefully taking the laptop will slow you down a little, but I have to figure you already cracked it open and you know where Marcel is. We’re on the same trail, for slightly different reasons. I need you to stand down. I know you think you’ve got a destiny to fulfill. Maybe you do, but you aren’t ready for this fight.
  

  I touched the pen to the pad, thinking, trying to come up with anything that might break her stride. I decided on the truth.

  
    Look up the name Cameron Drake. You’ll find a boy who died in Derry, PA, when he was twelve, killed by a freight train. But I knew him. I knew him last year, when he was a lottery winner living on a ranch in Texas. The Enemy laid one hand on him and rewrote his entire life’s history. Edited him out of reality, and now people who were his friends for years can’t remember that he ever existed. That is the kind of power you’re up against.
  

  
    I know you won’t like hearing this. When I was your age, once I decided on something, nobody could tell me a damn thing to change my mind. And I got hurt, a lot, because of it. And I got other people hurt. You don’t have to make my mistakes.
  

  I stared at the words on the page. More of a confessional than I planned on writing, but there it was.

  Anyway, I added, I stole your watch.

  
    If you want it back, come and find me. We can sit down and have a talk about your higher calling. I’ll be waiting.
  

  
    —D.F.
  

  I left it at that. She whimpered again as I slipped out of her suite. The dreaming Paladin fighting some invisible war, all alone on the battlefield.

  Getting out was easier than getting in. The common room downstairs was dark, all the choirboys and girls gone to sleep, and even the sentries outside had tucked in for a few hours’ rest with no one taking their place on patrol. That gave me a moment’s pause. Could have just been sloppy procedure, which wouldn’t surprise me, but another possibility came to mind: whatever they had planned for tomorrow, this impending “war,” Ada needed all hands on deck.

  The sun had returned to the desert, tangerine rays of dawn breaking over the rust-red mountains. I navigated across the scrub on my way back to the rental car, listening to the warbling trill of morning birds and the leather-winged rustle of insects. My duffel bag had gotten twenty pounds heavier on the walk, just like my eyelids. I thought about curling up in the back seat and catching a quick catnap, but sleep was a luxury right now. My work for the day was only getting started.

  *     *     *

  The Tiger’s Garden didn’t look like much. Rickety tables, a three-seater bar lit by dangling paper lanterns, thin and cigarette-burned carpet—it was a shoebox of an Indian restaurant trapped somewhere in the early 1970s. All the same, it was the most exclusive club in town. The rich aroma of tandoori chicken and fresh-baked naan threw a lasso around my sleepy brain and tugged me inside. Corman and Mama Margaux were already there, sitting down to breakfast and drinking their first cocktails of the day. Amar, the Garden’s sole visible employee, swung by with one for me, too: the Bloody Mary I was just about to order.

  “And the pencil you’ll be wanting, sir,” he said. He handed over a bright green #2, sharpened to a dagger point.

  Corman gave me a wave. “Hey, kiddo. Grab some grub. Bentley can’t make it; he’s watching the bookstore this morning. It’s inventory day. So how’d you do out there?”

  I fell into a chair and dropped my duffel at my feet. Amar had laid out four place settings, and I glanced to the restaurant door. I’d been hoping to see five or six.

  “Jennifer on her way?” I asked. “And good. It went good. I think.”

  “Jennifer’s with Caitlin,” Margaux said. “She asked us to tell you to call her. Call her, not go see her—said that was important. What’s the pencil for? And have you been sleeping any? You look dog-tired.”

  I leaned over, unzipped the duffel, and pulled out the stolen pages from Ada’s hotel stationery. The tip of the pencil whisked lightly in my hand, drawing a slow and steady charcoal arc across the blank paper.

  “Old trick to pick up impressions on a notepad,” I said. “If somebody writes with a heavy enough hand, sometimes you can get lucky.”

  I wasn’t going to, not today. The pencil etching highlighted faint grooves in the page, the traces of Ada’s pen, but nothing I could use. Stray numbers, part of an address, mostly too blurry to make out. I put the pages aside and took out Peretsky’s laptop.

  “Didn’t answer my second question,” Margaux said.

  I lifted my glass. “I did not answer it. This is true. Hey, get ready to celebrate.”

  She squinted at me. “Celebrate what?”

  “If it’s not for Bentley or Jennifer, I think we’re about to celebrate that mysterious fourth place setting.”

  The jingle of the bell above the front door didn’t disappoint me. Melanie stumbled in, blinking, a little wobbly on her feet.

  “This,” she said, “is not exactly what I expected.”

  “Hey, that’s our girl,” Corman called out. “Sit down, get yourself some breakfast. Best food on Fremont Street, hands down.”

  Margaux looked between Melanie and me. “Her first time?”

  “Her first time,” I said.

  Amar swooped in with his brass-rimmed tray and held it out to her.

  “Your Mountain Dew, miss.”

  Melanie took the tall glass, uncertain, ice cubes bobbing in a fizzy sea of green. “But how did you know I wanted—”

  He was already gone, vanishing through the swinging door behind the bar. I pulled out the fourth chair for her.

  “Don’t ask. He won’t tell. Nobody really knows how it works.”

  “Jennifer says she knows,” Margaux observed.

  “Jennifer just waves her hands and says ‘quantum mechanics’ a lot.” I looked to Melanie. “Two rules in here. No violence, and never try to open the windows.”

  Melanie cast a nervous glance to the back wall and the row of closed wooden shutters, each one latched tight.

  “I get the no-fighting rule,” she said, “but what’s with the windows?”

  “This place isn’t exactly on Fremont,” Corman said. “And seeing as the Garden doesn’t show up on any map of the city, not to mention being a little unstuck in time…”

  “Whatever’s out there, the story goes, it’s nothing decent folk want to see,” Margaux said. “Or present company.”

  I clinked my glass against Melanie’s. “The important thing is, this is a milestone. The Tiger’s Garden chooses its own clientele. You only get in if it wants to let you in. And nobody’s a hundred-percent certain how it picks the guest list, but one thing is always true: only real, practicing magicians ever find the place.”

  “Congrats, kiddo,” Corman said. “You made the grade. Now keep studying.”

  I opened up the stolen laptop. Margaux got her phone out and rested it alongside the tandoori dish. It rang twice before Jennifer’s drawl crackled over the speaker.

  “Hey, y’all.”

  “Jen,” I said. “Mama says you’re with Cait?”

  “Girls’ day out,” Caitlin chimed in. I heard traffic noises on the other end of the line and the steady purr of her car’s engine.

  “Doing what?”

  “Not being anywhere near you,” Jennifer said. “Sugar, the Thief’s story is in play and you just came back from a heist. Unless you got your keister kicked again—”

  “I did not,” I said, trying not to sound as indignant as I felt. “Things went pretty well, actually.”

  “—then you’re radioactive until proven otherwise. We’re tryin’ to keep you alive right now.”

  “Yeah,” I said, “radioactive around Caitlin. What are you worried about?”

  “Did you forget that we used to date?”

  “Sure. For, like, two weeks before we broke up.”

  “Well, ‘the Thief’s lover’ doesn’t specify a time frame or an active relationship status,” Jennifer said, “and you and me did more than share a milkshake and draw hearts on a frosted window. Until you break this thing, you gotta stay away from anybody you ever did the devil’s dance with.”

  I stared at the phone. “The devil’s dance?”

  “You know. Bumping uglies? Extreme heavy petting? Holding a joint session of Congress and establishing a bipartisan resolution?”

  “Hold up,” Melanie said. “So this curse can affect any woman he ever slept with?”

  “Anyone he ever slept with,” Caitlin said.

  “On that note,” Jennifer added, “you should steer clear of the twins, too.”

  “I never slept with the twins,” I said.

  “They’re tellin’ everybody you did. Allegedly they were not impressed.”

  I felt a headache coming on.

  “No, they’re confused about a conversation we had at the funeral—you know what? Not even relevant. Let’s move on. Please?”

  Ada had done the hard work for us. Whatever kind of security Peretsky had on his laptop, she’d cracked it wide open. I paged through shipping manifests, read along copies of labels, hunting along a slender window of time. It wasn’t hard to match up Marcel’s heist of the antique trunk in Boston with the two-hundred-pound package Peretsky had transported three days later.

  A home address would have been nice, but I knew better than to hope for miracles. Canton’s old trunk had been shipped to a private box at a franchise called Mailboxes and More in a Scottsdale, Arizona, strip mall. I checked a map, then I checked my watch.

  “About a five-hour drive,” I said. “If we leave right now, we can make it by early afternoon.”

  Melanie perked up. “You’re bringing me with?”

  “We know what box Marcel rented. Now we need all of his customer information: what address and phone number he signed up with, his credit card receipt, the works. I’m sure most of it is bogus, but if he made a single slip, we’ll have him dead to rights.”

  “What about Ada and her gang?” Corman asked.

  “They’ve got the same intel we do, and they’re on the same hunt. Have to assume they’ll be paying a visit.” I looked to Melanie. “We just have to get there first.”

  




  
  





22.


  
  My best-laid plans didn’t account for a tractor-trailer crash on US-93. We sat in motionless traffic, the rented SUV’s engine making clunky little ticking sounds as I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel.

  “If we’re lucky, they took the same road,” I said. “If we’re really lucky, Ada took my note to heart and decided to stay home.”

  Melanie shifted in the passenger seat. She shot a look at the side mirror, gazing back at the sea of cars behind us. “And if we’re not?”

  It sounded like Ada was bringing her entire crew. Overkill for a job like this, but if she expected to find Marcel’s hideout somewhere nearby, like I did, it made sense. Get it all done in one trip.

  “We’ll scope it out when we get there and play it by ear.”

  I drummed louder, like the rhythm could jolt my thoughts into order. I had filled Melanie in on almost everything. Almost. An unspoken part of the conversation had been lurking around the edges of our drive, an obligation waiting to be fulfilled. I needed to stop putting it off.

  “It probably won’t even come up,” I said, “but if it does, I don’t want it to hit you by surprise, okay?”

  Her eyebrows furrowed. “What’s that?”

  “Ada’s crew. They’re calling themselves the Redemption Choir.”

  Melanie’s pale cheeks faded one shade closer to eggshell white. She sank in her seat.

  “But they’re not—I mean, they’re not really…” She trailed off.

  “Near as I can tell, Ada studied Sullivan’s bag of tricks back in St. Louis. Took a master class from him, call it Demagoguery 101. When we broke the Choir up, she gathered the diehards and started hunting for fresh recruits.”

  “So everything that happened back then,” she said, her voice softer now. “We didn’t even win. It was for nothing.”

  “No.” I reached over and took her hand. She looked like she was trying to shrink to nothing, to fade into her seat and vanish. I needed to pull her back. “No. It wasn’t for nothing. Sullivan is dead and gone.”

  And so was Melanie’s father.

  He’d betrayed us all, turning double agent and working to deliver the Ring of Solomon into his master’s hands. All for Melanie. Trying to “save” his half-demon daughter. Turned out she didn’t need saving from anyone but him.

  Only three people alive knew what happened that night, behind closed doors in an abandoned brothel. Me, Caitlin, and Emma, Melanie’s mom. The official story was that I killed the man. He jumped me from behind with a knife, and I took him out in self-defense. That was the story we decided on, to save Melanie from the truth.

  The truth was he died empty-handed and down on his knees, begging for mercy. Emma snapped his neck. Melanie didn’t need to know, didn’t need to see her mother like that, and I could take the weight of the kill. So I took it.

  “The people you convinced that night,” I said, “the cambion who turned their backs on Sullivan—they’re doing all right now, yeah? Their lives are better now.”

  Melanie nodded, slow. “Yeah. I mean, I check in on a few of them. Sometimes.”

  I knew for a fact that she checked on every single one of them once a month, like she was their self-appointed social service worker.

  “So not for nothing,” I said.

  It took another hour before emergency crews hauled the rolled-over semi off to the shoulder. We eased on by, the rubberneckers ahead of us leaning on their brakes for a better look. I saw all I needed to: smashed windows, a plume of gray smoke drifting from the twisted guts of the engine, a fleck of something rusty on the back of an empty driver’s seat. Some trucker had gotten up that morning, maybe eaten breakfast, and gotten on the road and down to business just like he’d done a thousand times before. Nobody expected random violence, random death out of nowhere.

  Hopefully that wasn’t a sign of things to come.

  We rolled into Scottsdale just after dark. I put Melanie on lookout duty as I cruised past the strip mall. Then I drove two more blocks, turned around, and did it again. On the third pass I pulled into the parking lot. Plenty of spots to choose from; the place was dead, a few of the shops still open for another couple of hours, but only a pizza parlor a few doors down was doing any kind of real business. No signs of trouble, no red flags. If the Redemption Choir had already been here, they’d come—and gone—in peace.

  I parked close but not too close, midway up the lot with Mailboxes and More in sight. The glass box, lit from within, gave us a diorama-perfect picture of what waited inside. A long curving customer-service counter, a bank of mailboxes, and a bulky copy machine rounded out the front. It looked like half the space was concealed behind the front desk, dedicated to storing packages and sorting mail. Two employees, a young woman in overalls and an older, white-haired man, were on duty. “On duty,” in this case, meant the man mostly puttered around in back while the woman hovered behind the register and played a game on her cell phone. I gave it ten minutes, watching for anything hinky, and they didn’t have a single customer.

  “So what’s the plan?” Melanie asked. “Will they give us Marcel’s info if we, you know, offer them some money or something?”

  Bless her heart, she didn’t even want to say the word “bribe.” For the thousandth time I wondered if I was going to ruin her. Then I thought about the kind of teacher her mother would have insisted on hooking her up with if I hadn’t stepped in. I could give Melanie the survival skills she needed without dragging her that far down into the dark. Just far enough to get the job done.

  “Normally that would be our best and easiest bet,” I said. “They’re retail employees in a strip mall. Whatever they’re getting paid, it’s not enough to buy loyalty. But. That’s not going to work in this situation. Can you guess why?”

  I gave her time to think about it. I followed her line of sight; she was focused on the two clerks, taking in their patterns, their body language.

  “They’re keeping each other honest,” Melanie said. “We wouldn’t be able to approach either of them without the other one overhearing. And if one takes the money and the other narcs to their boss, they’ll get fired.”

  That little rush of pride hit me just right. A man could get hooked on softer drugs than that.

  “And that’s a bingo,” I told her. “Even if someone’s willing to take a bribe, they’ll never go for it if it feels like too much of a risk. If you’re angling to deliver a payoff, always get your target alone before you make the sales pitch.”

  “Which we can’t do. So what now?”

  I glanced at the dashboard clock. “They close in about an hour and change. How do you like your pizza? You don’t get any weird toppings on it, do you?”

  “Is pineapple weird?”

  “I think you know the answer to that, and you should be ashamed of yourself. Okay, so we’ll get two pizzas, take our time eating dinner, and come back after they lock up for the night. As B&E jobs go, this shouldn’t be too hard. First, though, we need recon. You up for a little challenge?”

  Trick question. I knew she was up for it. She squared her shoulders and gave me a steely nod.

  “Go on in,” I told her, “and make like you’re interested in opening a box. Chat ’em up, get the details, keep them talking for a few minutes. And while you do—”

  “Locks and alarms?” she asked.

  “Locks and alarms. Cameras, too, if they have any. Figure out what we’ll be dealing with in there. If you happen to get a look in back, even better, but don’t break your neck. It’s always better to leave a place empty-handed than to leave looking suspicious.”

  “On it,” she said. I watched her go.

  Through the glass, she looked like a natural. All smiles at the front desk, cool and casual, animated as she asked questions. She pointed at one of the displays; the clerk turned around and Melanie’s gaze lifted to carefully scan the walls. Breaking the job down into pieces, covering every angle, just like I taught her.

  The absence of headlights caught my attention. A dirt-brown Toyota van cruised through the parking lot, dusty and running dark, too late at night for the driver not to notice their beams were off. I slouched low in my seat. The van reached the far end of the lot, paused, and then circled back for another pass.

  I was already dialing Melanie’s number. Time to scrub it and go. I didn’t know if the van was a threat, couldn’t even see the driver’s face, but it was out of place and that was all the reason I needed to call things off. Noticing smaller details than that had saved my life more than once.

  She didn’t answer, didn’t even reach for her purse. She was in the zone, quizzing the desk clerk and casing the place with stolen glances. I got her voicemail, hung up, and tried again.

  The van stopped out front, cutting off my line of sight.

  “Hello?” Melanie answered.

  I had my phone cradled between my shoulder and my cheek, freeing up my hands so I could check the load in my .45 automatic.

  “Get out,” I said. “Tell the clerk this call is a family emergency and get out of there now. Don’t ask questions. Just do it.”

  The back doors of the van opened up. Ada was the first to jump down, her slender frame draped in a bulky brown leather duster adorned with studs and brasswork, like a cowboy who read too many Jules Verne novels. Her hands clenched and unclenched, sheathed in her homemade fingerless gauntlets. Three choirboys backed her up. Their overcoats bulged with too much hardware and too much nervous energy.

  The van took off the second the doors slammed shut. It rolled to the end of the strip mall and pulled a hard left, down an alley for delivery traffic. Circling around to the back doors, I had to figure. I reached up, killing the dome light so it wouldn’t ignite when I opened the SUV’s door, and slid from the driver’s seat in a crouch.

  Melanie almost made it out. She ran into Ada at the door. Ada turned her around, showing her something under her duster, and ushered her back inside. The desk clerk put her hands in the air. The last of the choirboys locked the door behind him, flipped the Open sign to Closed, and reached up to grab hold of a security grate. A wall of chain rattled down, sealing off the front entrance.

  I was right. They were planning to go out the back door. The question was whether they’d do it with their hostages alive or dead. So far, Ada’s death tally included an armed guard at an art gallery that catered to the infernal elite and two more security thugs at a mob-owned storage depot. Unnecessary kills, but I could see some wiggle room for a self-defense argument. Big gulf between that and shooting a pair of unarmed retail clerks.

  And Melanie.

  I wanted to think Ada was better than that, that she wanted to be better than that, but I couldn’t shake one undeniable fact: she and her crew weren’t wearing masks. Either she didn’t care about the cops getting her description, she was too sloppy to have thought about it…or she wasn’t planning on leaving any witnesses behind.

  Ada and her men were herding everyone into the back of the shop. I broke into a dead sprint. Faster than I should have, reckless as I veered down the side alley and past a sleeping delivery truck.

  I had sent Melanie into the lion’s den. Whatever happened to her tonight, that was on me. I’d already lost one apprentice, and I could still see her dying moments when I closed my eyes. That was my limit, all the ghosts I could carry with me.

  I couldn’t lose Melanie, too.
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  The van was parked out back, lengthwise along a loading dock. The back door of Mailboxes and More stood propped open, held fast with a loose brick, a long rectangle of light streaming out into the alley. The driver was puttering with the rear doors of the van, rummaging around inside.

  I forced my legs to stop. My heart kept running, hammering. I took a deep breath and moved in a loping panther stride, footfalls light on the rough asphalt, finger on the trigger of my .45.

  The choirboy heard me coming at the last second. Too late. He had just started turning around when I snaked my arm around his neck and pressed the barrel of the gun to his temple. I squeezed his throat in the crook of my arm, not hard enough to choke him out, just enough to get his undivided attention. My voice was a whisper in his ear.

  “You make a sound, you die. Nod if you understand.”

  He nodded, fast.

  “Do you know who I am?” I breathed.

  Another nod. Good.

  “You’re going to do exactly what I tell you, exactly how I tell you to do it. And if I suspect, for even a second, that you’re thinking about not cooperating, I’ll kill you where you stand. Got it?”

  He got it. More important, he believed me. A bad reputation could be an asset sometimes. I pulled him back from the van and steered him toward the spill of light. As we neared, I heard voices from inside. Voices and cardboard-tearing sounds.

  “—anything we can sell,” Ada was saying. “Electronics, jewelry—if we can put it on eBay, add it to the pile.”

  “Got a car stereo over here,” one of her choirboys called out.

  I didn’t hear Melanie or the clerks. Then again, I didn’t hear any gunshots either. Yet. My jaw clenched so tight I could feel it starting to tremble. I kept my own hostage right in front of me, a full-body shield as I nudged him over the threshold and into the storage room beyond.

  Ada was supervising, pacing, while one of her boys looted the mailboxes and another brandished a box cutter, halfway into gutting a small mountain of packages. The third cradled a sleek bullpup rifle in his hands, standing over the captives. They’d lined up Melanie and the two clerks, putting them down on their knees against the cinder-block wall, fingers laced behind their necks. Melanie looked stoic, eyes hard, scared but keeping it together. The clerks had sweaty faces, the old man looking like he was about to lose his dinner.

  “Let’s not be stupid,” I announced. “Weapons on the ground. Now.”

  The cambion with the box cutter pointed it at me. Then at Melanie.

  “I told you,” he said to Ada. “I told you I recognized this bitch. She was there, the night they murdered Sullivan.”

  “Please,” gasped my hostage, straining to breathe with the crook of my arm tight around his throat. “Do what he says. He’ll kill me.”

  “No, he won’t,” Ada said.

  She made the tiniest gesture, a flutter of her gloved hand. The choirboy with the rifle brought it to his shoulder. Not aiming at me, aiming at Melanie’s head, point-blank.

  “He’s going to let you go,” she said, “and then he’s going to lower that gun.”

  The cambion at the letter boxes tossed a sheaf of envelopes to the floor and unholstered his pistol. The one with the box cutter traded his blade for another bullpup rifle, scooping it up off the service counter. I ran the math. Three visible firearms, and Ada could do more damage with her bare hands.

  But the only weapon I cared about was the one trained on Melanie. And Ada knew it.

  Giving up wasn’t an option. For all I knew, they’d gun us both down the second I surrendered what little leverage I had. For now I needed to keep Ada talking and look for another way out.

  I needed to get into her head.

  I nodded to the wreckage, the pile of broken cardboard boxes and packing peanuts strewn around her buddy’s feet. “I thought you were here to get Marcel Deschamps’s address. What’s with the smash-and-grab?”

  “It’s called seizing an opportunity.” Ada wrinkled her nose at me. “We need operating capital and we’re already here, so why wouldn’t we take what we can?”

  I glanced at the haul by the door. A stereo, a generic Blu-ray player, a couple of video games in glossy shrink-wrap.

  “Oh, yeah, this is a regular Fort Knox,” I said. “Bring all that crap to a pawn shop and you’ll walk out with maybe fifty bucks in cash.”

  “Every little bit counts,” she said.

  “And to get that fifty bucks, you just committed at least a dozen counts of mail theft. You know what that is? That’s federal. Felony offense, five years per count. The local cops don’t come after you for mail theft; the Postal Inspection Service does, and don’t let the name fool you. I don’t fuck with the Postal Inspection Service, and I’ve crossed the actual FBI before.”

  I couldn’t read her. Not yet. Ada’s face was a blank mask, a wall of detachment.

  “What’s your point?” she asked me.

  “My point is that you don’t know what the hell you’re doing. Same as in Detroit. You just had to grab some free art when you broke in to steal Canton’s watch, didn’t you? And the blowback from that ‘seized opportunity’ got five of your followers killed by the Chainmen. Your fighting skills are great. Strategy, not so much. Did you even know who you were robbing?”

  “Of course we knew,” snarled the gunman standing over Melanie. He was talking to me but his eyes were on her, targeting her upturned face down his iron sights. “We were striking a blow against the infernal courts and their boot-licking lackeys. Lackeys like you.”

  “Well, as long as your friends died for the revolution, I guess that makes it all right, comrade.”

  His rifle swung up. So did the other one, ten feet away on the opposite side, bracketing me in their sights. Good. I wanted them aiming at me, not Melanie. That was a start. My prisoner squirmed as much as he dared with my pistol’s muzzle pressed tight against his forehead. He wasn’t much of a shield—I suspected the ammo in those rifles would chew right through his body on its way to mine without even slowing down—but I could still hope the choirboys wouldn’t murder one of their own.

  “They died,” Ada said, “doing the right thing. Something you know very little about.”

  “I know about Talbot Cove,” I said.

  Her brow furrowed. Uncertain now.

  “I know about Louise Canton,” I continued, pressing the advantage. “I know that you think you’re the Paladin—”

  “I am the Paladin.”

  “What about Harmony Black?”

  Her head gave a little twitch. “Who?”

  “My point exactly. Okay, try this on for size: you know certain things are always true in every incarnation, right? The Paladin is always a woman and always touched by some kind of family tragedy as a child. If Louise’s ritual actually worked, we also know she was reborn in Talbot Cove.”

  “And I qualify, on every point,” she said.

  “So does a woman named Harmony Black,” I said. “On every point. Maybe you should meet up and find out if you really are who you think you are. And believe me, I’ve met her. If anybody gets to call herself a paladin, it’s her goody-two-shoes ass. At least she doesn’t go around killing innocent people.”

  “Innocent?” Ada stared at me. “I’ve never hurt an innocent person in my life. I’m the hero of this story. Literally.”

  My gaze flicked, pointedly, to the hostages along the cinder-block wall.

  “They’re fine,” she said.

  “For now. You honestly expect me to believe you busted in here to strong-arm the place, showed these people your faces, and you were going to let them live to talk about it?”

  “We were going,” she said, “are going to take them with us. Unharmed. Once we find Marcel, we’ll find the rest of the Canton family artifacts. Once we do that, the Enemy’s days are numbered. And yes, I got your note. Don’t you understand? I planned for this in my last life, when I was my own great-grandmother. All of this. I’ll be unstoppable. And then I’ll save the world.”

  Her delusions of grandeur aside, I was stuck on the first part.

  “You were going to take three hostages,” I said, “kidnap them—”

  “As insurance, just in case the law tries to stop us. Leverage. They aren’t going to be hurt under any circumstances.”

  “Kidnap them, and take them across state lines. Do you even…” I had to search for the words to express how floored I was. “So you took what could have been a simple in-and-out ten-minute burglary and turned it into a situation that’s going to bring the state cops, the postal inspectors, and the FBI down on your heads. All at the same time. For three hostages you don’t need and fifty bucks worth of stolen crap. You know, I’m trying to save you from yourself here, but you’re making it real hard.”

  Something changed in her demeanor. Her eyes went soft, her shoulders down, the aggression draining away. Her gaze met mine, unblinking, a silent command to hold eye contact.

  “But I don’t need to be saved,” she said. “You do.”

  “Me,” I said.

  “You.”

  She took a step toward me. One hand gracefully lifted, the circuitry on her fingerless glove gleaming as she curled her fingers in a gentle beckon.

  “I studied up on you,” she said. “I know where you came from. A broken home, a broken life.”

  “I found a home,” I told her.

  “You’ve lived a life of violence, of crime, of depravity. But it isn’t your fault.”

  “Of course it is,” I said. “I don’t pawn my shit off on other people.”

  “No.” Her head swayed, slow, serpentine, as she stared into my eyes. “It isn’t your fault. You’ve been manipulated, pushed into the gutter, denied the opportunities that would have made you a better man. But I can change all of that.”

  “Really,” I said.

  The word didn’t come out right. I meant to say it with bravado, maybe a little scorn. It sounded like more of a question.

  “Really,” she echoed. “And you want to be a better man. I know this about you. Tell me: you’ve been fighting against the Enemy on your own, haven’t you?”

  “That’s got nothing to do with being ‘a better man,’ whatever that even means. The Enemy’s looking to turn this planet into a smoking cinder. You’d have to be crazy not to fight.”

  “Crazy. Yes.” She wagged a finger at me. “And you aren’t crazy. You’re smart. Logical. I like that about you.”

  I didn’t understand what was happening here. I just knew I didn’t like it. In the corners of my vision I could see her cambion followers standing transfixed, hanging on Ada’s every word.

  And so was I.

  “You know how the first story works,” she said. “And you know that the Paladin is this world’s only hope. You’re strong. Strong magic, strong will. You could be a game changer. Logic tells us that you should throw your support behind the Paladin. Logic says you have no other choice. Join me. Let’s work together. We’ll beat him. Together. Don’t you want that? All you have to do is put the gun down. Put the gun down and say yes.”

  She said all the right things. She delivered patter more polished than a sideshow barker while her big soft eyes roped me in and pried my heart open wide. She was reasonable, kind, tender even. I wanted to believe her. God, I wanted to believe her.

  “You aren’t responsible for the things you’ve done,” she said. “But even you can be redeemed. You can be saved. Let me save you.”

  And suddenly it wasn’t hard to look away. It wasn’t hard because Melanie was on her knees against the wall with her hands behind her neck, trying to hide her fear, and I knew what the truth was. I was absolutely responsible. For myself, and for her. For my family, for everyone who counted on me to make the right call when the world went dark and sideways. I looked back to Ada.

  “You’re good,” I said. “Better than Sullivan ever was. But like I told you, I don’t pawn my shit off on other people. I’m responsible for everything I’ve ever done.”

  “You can still be redeemed,” she told me.

  “Ada, if I was a hundred-percent certain you were the Paladin—and I’m not—I still wouldn’t join you. Because you aren’t ready. You’re going to die out there, and your followers are going to die with you.”

  “Then help us.”

  “I’m trying to. But before I can do that, you’ve got to slow the hell down, stop going off half-cocked, and listen to me. You have to be prepared to accept that you might not be the chosen one, okay?”

  Her beckoning hand fell limp to her side. Her voice was softer now, as if her words were meant for me alone.

  “I spent my entire life looking for my crusade,” she said. “Not a crusade. My crusade. I knew it was out there. I knew that I was born to a higher purpose. Can you imagine what that’s like? God, can you? Always restless, hunting, aching for that one…that one ray of light from the heavens, to point you in the right direction. Then, one day, I saw that ray come down. I saw the light, Daniel.”

  Her eyes glistened, damp under the flickering lights.

  “And I know,” she said, “as surely as we are standing here, as surely as I live and breathe, that I am the Paladin. I am who I say that I am.”

  “Even if you are,” I said. “You’re still not ready for this fight.”

  Doubt. That was the weapon I needed right now. I didn’t want to break her, didn’t want to tear her down, but if I didn’t throw her off her relentless stride she’d march right off the side of a cliff. I had a plan, a desperate hazy shred of a plan, and only one shot at pulling it off.

  “What if I could prove it?” I asked. “What if I could prove, right here and now, that you aren’t prepared to face the Enemy? Would you listen then?”

  She tilted her head, eyes a little sharper now. The tip of her nose twitched like she was trying to smell my intentions.

  “Show me,” she said.

  Carefully, I uncoiled my arm from my hostage’s neck. I gave him a little push, nudging him to go and stand with the rest of the choirboys.

  Then I pulled back the flap of my jacket and holstered my gun.
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  My former captive made his unsteady way across the room. He rubbed his throat and stood at Ada’s shoulder. I had three guns pointed at me—two military-grade rifles and a stubby little pistol that could kill me just as dead, just as fast—but that was exactly how I wanted it. I looked to Melanie. Then I pointedly flicked my gaze toward the two hostages, pale and trembling, lined up on their knees beside her.

  Melanie’s eyes narrowed, and she gave me an almost imperceptible nod. Message received. She knew I was about to make a move, and she knew what I wanted her to do.

  I flexed my wrist. The spring-loaded sheath up my sleeve released, and Canton’s wand dropped into my outstretched hand. I caught it, the ebony shaft cool and smooth in my grip. Its ivory bone caps glinted under the lights. Ada stared at it like a dragon spotting a juicy pile of gold.

  “My wand,” she said.

  “Louise Canton’s wand.”

  “I am Louise Canton. I mean was. You know how this works.” She held out her hand. “I need that back. And my watch. Please.”

  “Do you know what the wand does?”

  Not entirely a rhetorical question. I’d sussed out a few of its tricks—when it felt like working for me, which it usually didn’t—but I suspected I hadn’t seen everything it was capable of yet.

  “Marvelous things,” Ada said.

  “Not sure if you’re aware of it, but you can’t just use this thing anytime you like. Louise put a sort of…safety protocol on it. The wand won’t do anything to protect the person who wields it. When she went to face Damien Ecko, she didn’t even bring it with her.”

  “Of course,” Ada said, like I’d just stated the obvious. “Most of the relics work that way, the ones that aren’t purely defensive, like my pocket watch. I had to make sure they wouldn’t be misused if they fell into the wrong hands before I reincarnated. Do you know what someone with bad intentions could do with that kind of power?”

  I might have had an idea or two.

  Ada put her hands on her hips, chin high, proud as a peacock. “The wand was built for a champion, someone born to fight the powers of darkness. Like I told you, I’m the hero of this story. I’m here to save the world.”

  I kept my free hand low, tilted toward Melanie. I flashed five fingers. Then, after a slow deep breath, four. In my peripheral vision I saw her shift on her knees, getting ready to move.

  “Then I’ve got one question,” I said to Ada. “And I hope you’ll take it to heart.”

  “Ask me anything,” she said.

  Three. Two. One.

  My fingertips rippled with magic as I mentally pulled, and my deck of cards streamed from my pocket into my open palm. Then I flung them out, sending them scattering across the room far and wide, and twirled Canton’s wand.

  Canton’s Multiplication wove fifty-two cards into a hundred, two hundred, five hundred and twenty as the pasteboard danced and flurried in a whirlwind. Melanie jumped to her feet, grabbed the shell-shocked hostages by their arms, and hauled them toward the back door. I held my ground and played conductor of the fluttering orchestra. One of Ada’s men took a knee, struggling to see through the hail of flying cards, and targeted the fleeing hostages through his scope. I flicked the wand toward him. A fresh storm blew in, diamonds and hearts spinning in a tornado to block his line of sight.

  “If you’re the good guy,” I shouted over the ocean-wave crash of the cards, “why is the wand protecting these people from you?”

  Before I turned to run, just for a moment, the storm of cards parted and I saw Ada’s face. She stood there, frozen, trembling like my question had speared her to the core.

  Then the moment passed and her eyes went cold. Her chin lifted and her lips formed a tight, hard line. I’d seen that face before. On Sullivan. I knew what it meant. It meant she’d decided that she couldn’t be wrong because she wouldn’t be wrong, and all the proof in the world would only make her dig her heels in harder.

  I’d done all I could. I fell back, out the door, into the alley, turning and breaking into a run as the card-storm shattered. I heard the waterfall cascade as it all tumbled down. Then shouts and pounding footsteps. I drew my .45, spun, and fired off a wild shot. One of Ada’s men, halfway out the door, stumbled back and fell behind cover.

  At the alley’s edge, headlights strobed across my face, blinding me for a split second before the oncoming SUV swerved hard and screeched to a stop. Melanie clutched the steering wheel in a death grip, while the two hostages huddled in the back seat. I jumped in on the passenger side. I hadn’t even shut the door before Melanie stomped on the gas, shoving me back against the seat as we rocketed across the strip-mall parking lot.

  “Good apprentice,” I gasped. “Take a right at the access road.”

  Melanie nodded to the rearview mirror and the two clerks, clutching each other in the back seat. “What about them?”

  Excellent question.

  *     *     *

  Melanie drove like a pro, once I got her to ease off the gas. She took a winding course across town, doubling back, making sure Ada didn’t manage to put a tail on us. Then we found an all-night diner. I sat the clerks down at a booth and told them to order whatever they wanted.

  In the aftermath of the adrenaline rush, hunger flooded in to fill the void. I ordered hash browns and scrambled eggs, and coffee, black. Probably the first of several. I still had to drive us back to Vegas tonight, another four or five hours on the highway to look forward to. Hopefully not empty-handed, but I wasn’t feeling optimistic. We’d left Ada and her crew occupying the store, which meant they had all the time they needed to ransack the records and find Marcel’s address.

  I hoped Ada would do a little soul-searching. I wasn’t optimistic about that, either.

  The younger clerk, the woman whose hands hadn’t stopped fidgeting since we sat down, finally asked the inevitable question. “What…happened back there?”

  “Here’s what’s going to happen,” I told her. “When we’re done here, you and your pal are going to call the police. You’re going to tell them that three men forced their way into your store at closing time with guns. They were wearing ski masks and gloves, so you don’t have any idea what they looked like. The back door was open, you saw an opportunity, and you ran for it.”

  “That’s it?” the older man asked.

  I reached for my mug of coffee. “That’s it. Minimal details. Nothing’s more suspicious than a witness who remembers too many details or remembers too clearly. You were traumatized, it’s all a blur, end of story. Those people won’t be back; nobody’s going to bother you again.”

  “Who are you?” the woman asked.

  Melanie had ordered a stack of chocolate-chip pancakes, and she was wolfing them down like she hadn’t eaten in a week. She looked up from her syrupy mountain. “We’re the other thieves.”

  I kicked her under the table. Lightly.

  “We were hoping to find some information about one of your customers,” I said, leaving aside the specifics. “We’d be willing to offer some financial compensation for your time and trouble.”

  My earlier lesson about bribery still stood, but the circumstances had changed. Both clerks had been roped into a conspiracy of necessity—at least if they wanted to tell a story the authorities would believe—and neither was going to be ratting the other one out. They shared a nervous glance.

  “You saved our lives tonight,” the man said. “Whatever we can do for you, just say it.”

  I reached for the pepper. Coal-dark flakes rained down across a bed of hash browns.

  “Unfortunately,” I said, “those other folks wanted the same info, and they’ve got a few reasons to stop us from following their trail. I have a feeling all the paperwork from your shop is burning in a garbage can as we speak.”

  The young woman shook her head. “Not a problem. We’re a franchise. All the Mailboxes and More stores have terminals connected to a central mainframe. Nothing’s really stored on-site. They could burn the whole place down, and I can just log in from another location. What do you need?”

  I needed a glimmer of hope, and she’d just handed me one. I snatched it close and held it tight.

  “You would have received a large delivery a couple of months back,” I said, “from a shipping company in Boston called Peretsky and Sons. Crate about the size of a dresser, about two hundred pounds—”

  The woman laughed. “Oh, we remember that one.”

  “Yeah,” her partner said, wincing. “I, uh, sustained a work-related injury lugging it into the back room.”

  “He had to wear a truss for a month.”

  “Not the sort of thing you forget,” he said.

  “We’re looking for the guy it was shipped to,” I said. “I assume he came in to pick it up. Might have been in his late twenties, early thirties? French accent?”

  She shook her head. “Nope. It sat in back for a week, taking up space, then the customer called. Corporate client. Not a French guy, though. A woman. British, I think.”

  Ms. Fleiss, then. The Enemy’s right-hand monster. I leaned a little closer to the table, feeling like a bloodhound on a fresh trail.

  “Corporate client? What company?”

  She frowned, combing her memory. “Northern…something, I think. I can find out in the morning. Anyway, she gave us an out-of-state address and paid us to have it shipped there.”

  Scottsdale wasn’t the final destination. It was a stopover, just another link in the chain in case someone came after the stolen property. Nice and compartmentalized: if Marcel got nabbed on a heist or his buddies in the Boston mob turned informant, the most they could give up was an address at a mailbox store.  Once it was safely delivered, Fleiss stepped in and moved the goods along the pipeline.

  A pipeline with two things waiting at the end: the mother lode of Canton relics, and the Enemy himself.

  *     *     *

  I gave the clerk the number of a burner phone, one of a half dozen sitting in my top dresser drawer back home. Then I gave her and her partner fifty bucks each, over their protests, and sent them packing. Nothing I could do after that but wait. That and have a second cup of coffee for the road. We got back on the highway just past midnight, cruising northwest under a canopy of stars and chasing a strobing white line across the desert flats.

  “You did good tonight,” I said to Melanie. “You did damn good.”

  “I didn’t do anything,” she said, sheepish.

  “You kept your head and stayed cool under pressure.”

  “That’s easy, though.”

  “No,” I said, “it really isn’t. Most people can barely manage that skill on a good day, and you had some pissed-off dudes pointing guns at you. So…you okay?”

  She thought about that.

  “She’s not like him,” she said.

  “Hmm?”

  “Ada,” Melanie said. “She’s not like Sullivan was.”

  “She’s got his whole preacher routine down pat.”

  She shook her head. “Yeah, but Sullivan hated himself, and he wanted everyone to feel the way he felt. I think Ada wants…”

  Melanie stopped talking. I offered my own interpretation to fill the gulf of silence.

  “To be a hero?”

  “Not exactly.” Melanie looked out into the dark, the distant mountains drifting by like monoliths of shadow. “That’s part of it, but…I think she wants to feel like she matters.”

  “Everybody matters,” I said.

  “Easy to say. Harder to feel. Sometimes…you know, yeah, Ada had a good home, and did great in school, and had the whole world going for her, but that doesn’t always matter as much as people think it does. You can have all that stuff and still feel empty inside.”

  “You ever feel that way?” I asked her.

  She gave me the ghost of a smile. “Not as much as I used to. Not anymore. So…do you think she’s the Paladin?”

  “Flip a coin. Our options are her, Harmony Black, or somebody else entirely. Admittedly, I’m just listening to my gut here, but I think it’s either Ada or Harmony. Which means we’ve got to keep them both alive and breathing until we know for certain.”

  “Fifty-fifty odds,” Melanie said.

  “Well, they’ve both demonstrated deeply un-Paladin-like behavior. Ada kicked my ass with magic kung fu, and Harmony stole my car—”

  “Not the car again,” Melanie groaned.

  “I’m just saying, these are acts of aggression that cannot stand unanswered.”

  “I know the real problem between you and Harmony,” she said. “See, you’re a Slytherin and she’s a Ravenclaw.”

  “Goddamn it, Melanie.”

  *     *     *

  I dropped Melanie off and tried not to look at the clock as I aimed my headlights for the east side of Vegas. I didn’t want to think about how long I’d gone without any sleep. The sun did its best to remind me, as false dawn shimmered on the horizon. I trudged up the stairs, letting myself into my apartment over Della’s Pool Hall, and collapsed face-first onto the mattress.

  I swam back to the land of the living sometime around one in the afternoon. Razor blades of light sliced through the gaps in my venetian blinds, drawing lines across the bristle on my cheek. I was still wearing last night’s outfit, and my mouth tasted like something had crawled onto my tongue and died there. I stumbled to the bathroom, leaving a trail of rumpled clothes on the floor in my wake, and turned the shower on full blast. Eventually I felt like I could pass for human again.

  Once I toweled off, my first stop was the bedroom dresser. Top drawer, where a clutter of phones—all different models, burners bought with cash and kept on hand for a rainy day—sat piled in a lidless shoebox. One had a text message waiting for me.

  I read it. Then I stood there, transfixed, staring at the screen. I had to smile.

  “Found you,” I whispered. “Found you, you son of a bitch.”
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  “Canton’s substitution trunk was shipped to a company called Northlight,” I said. “Their HQ, Northlight Tower, is in the heart of Seattle. And that’s where we’ll find the Enemy.”

  It was a little after 4:00 p.m. All hands on deck, down in the conference room below my club, after I sent the construction crews home early. Bentley and Corman, Mama Margaux, and Melanie sat around the black Italian marble, while Pixie perched at the table’s far end with her laptop and a portable projector designed for business presentations. Caitlin and Jennifer still weren’t safe to be around me, not with the first story’s rules in play, so they listened in on a conference call.

  Pixie hit a key. The projector, pointed toward the wall of white porcelain steel, flashed a photograph. Northlight Tower was a sleek silver spike, thirty-seven stories of brutal elegance.

  “And that’s our next score,” I said.

  “Leaving aside my immediate misgivings,” Bentley said, “and they are severe misgivings…you’re certain you’ve found the Enemy’s lair?”

  “He’s in there,” I said. “And more importantly, that’s where he’s keeping all the Canton relics that Marcel stole for him.”

  “What about Marcel himself?” Margaux asked.

  “Trail’s gone cold,” I said, “but if he’s not hiding out at Northlight, that’s where I’ll pick his scent up again. Look, the Enemy and Ms. Fleiss both know how to get in touch with him, right? If there’s a way to find him, it’s somewhere in that tower.”

  “That’s a damn big ‘somewhere,’” Corman grunted, folding his arms. “So what makes you so sure this is the place?”

  Pixie tapped another key. The photograph was replaced with the yellowed, faded scan of a corporate charter. “For starters, Northlight was founded back in 1957. Corporate attorney of record? One Hildegard Fleiss.”

  “That was back when she was bouncing from world to world, protecting the reliquary while she waited for her boss to bust out of interdimensional prison,” I said. “There are probably a lot of Northlights out there. This one started booming about twenty years ago, right around the time the Enemy went free.”

  “What do they make?” Bentley asked.

  “Nothing but money. And I mean that literally. They do some nominal trading in real estate, some hedge-fund management, but it all looks purpose-driven to support the Enemy’s personal projects. Their corporate website is word salad, lots of ‘focusing on cross-lateral enrichment to build brand synergy.’”

  “Their most recent line is defense,” Pixie said. “Northlight took a twelve-million-dollar contract from the Pentagon last year to research improved radar imaging systems.”

  Caitlin’s voice purred over the speaker at the heart of the table. “I’m presuming no such products have been delivered?”

  “Nope. Money goes in, nothing comes out. Your tax dollars at work.” Pixie paused. “Well, not like any of us pay taxes.”

  “Hey, I pay my taxes,” I said. “I mean, I pay taxes for my minimum-wage job at the bookstore. Come to think of it, I’m supposed to get a refund this year.”

  Jennifer’s whistle trilled over the phone line. “Twelve mil, though? I’ll say this for the Enemy, he ain’t no halfway crook. But is that all we got to go by, Fleiss’s name showing up back in the fifties?”

  “Can I show them the weird stuff?” Pixie asked me.

  “Show ’em the weird stuff,” I said.

  The next slide was from Northlight’s corporate website. An employee profile, highlighting their head of human resources. The photograph depicted a portly man whose suit and tie matched his surname, his hair a U-shaped ring around a premature bald spot. He gave the camera a nervous smile.

  “Percy Blue,” Pixie said. “He’s been with the company for three years. But the internet never forgets. I fired up the Wayback Machine and found a picture of his predecessor.”

  Another click. Same webpage, same text, new photograph. Jordan Blue was thin, short, still nervous, wearing an identical blue suit and blue tie.

  “They related?” Corman asked.

  “No,” Pixie said. “No relation, and while I was digging into that, I ran the new guy’s photo through a reverse image search and found his former place of employment.”

  Next photograph. Same man, smiling bright, wearing a smock and a paper hat as he squirted mustard onto a hot dog.

  “Meet Lubomir Barzcak,” she said. “First-generation immigrant and food-cart vendor who set up shop one block from Northlight Tower, until he disappeared one morning. Still considered a missing person by Seattle PD. One week later, he became Percy Blue.”

  “He changed his name?” Margaux asked.

  “He became Percy Blue,” I said. “Complete with a six-figure bank account, a degree from the Wharton School of Business, and a native’s mastery of the English language. In one week. Now check out the rest of Northlight’s executive branch.”

  Pixie scrolled through the next few photographs, more screen-grabs from the corporate site.

  “Ms. Green, director of the accounting department,” she said. “And here’s Mr. Purple, head of client relations.”

  Corman squinted at the projection. “This an employee directory or a box of crayons?”

  “We’ve tied at least one other senior executive at Northlight to an active missing-persons case,” I said. “They weren’t hired so much as assembled from scratch, custom-built, and all within the last five years or thereabouts.”

  “This goes beyond altering a person’s actual history,” Bentley said. “The Enemy…rewrote these people. Changed them into something completely new.”

  I gestured to the image on the wall. “Editing reality. Like how he stuck me behind bars and gave everyone memories of a trial that never happened. My best guess? This isn’t part of some grand scheme; it’s practice. The Enemy’s been unlocking his old powers one by one, getting his mojo back. Scooping up victims off the street and turning them into color-coded servants with imaginary lives is just a way to stretch his wings. He can keep an eye on his creations and make sure they don’t come unraveled.”

  “And if they hold fast…” Bentley said, his voice trailing off.

  “Then he knows he’s ready for bigger and badder things,” I said. “The Enemy is getting stronger.”

  “And you want to go in there,” Jennifer said. “The eye of the reality-twisting hurricane.”

  “Want to? No. But Louise Canton spent a lifetime designing relics to take the Enemy out. Not just this one time, on this one planet. She was pretty damn sure she could wipe him out for good.”

  “And seeing as he’s been scooping them up all over the world,” Margaux mused. “Well. He believes it too, doesn’t he?”

  “Making it even more likely that the entire tower is one giant magical death trap,” Caitlin added.

  Jennifer’s drawl joined her on the phone line. “Seems to me you’re cruisin’ for a bruisin’ if you go in there blind. You need recon for this gig.”

  “Agreed,” I said. “I need to get in there twice. Once to learn the lay of the land and figure out exactly what kind of security they’ve got—mechanical, magical, and otherwise—and find where the Canton relics are being held. Then we make a final plan and pull the heist.”

  “The Enemy and that…creature Fleiss both know your face,” Bentley said. “If they so much as get a whiff of your presence—”

  “That’s something we need to brainstorm, then. We know Fleiss goes on errands all the time, and we know the Enemy can leave the tower, seeing as he showed up down in Texas. What we need is some serious motivation, something we can dangle to draw them both out and keep them distracted.”

  “What else can we do?” Pixie asked.

  “For now? I need as much intel as we can gather safely and without drawing attention. Neighborhood demographics, street layouts, access routes. Police and EMT response times. I only need one plan for getting in; I want at least three for getting out.”

  “I assume Northlight has a private security force,” Caitlin said.

  “Well, that’s…what I’ll be working on next,” I said. “Turns out, at least as far as our preliminary research goes, they outsource their guards. Tall Pines Security holds the contract.”

  Bentley and Corman shared a glance. Bentley turned back to me, head slightly tilted.

  “Your brother’s company,” he said.

  “Well, not his company exactly, but he did get a recent promotion.”

  “You okay with that, kiddo?” Corman asked.

  I knew what he meant. I had a way in, a route to get all the inside dirt I needed on Tall Pines. And to lay hands on it, I’d have to hustle my own brother. The same brother who just came back into my life—and promptly became a Network target for his troubles.

  “I’m fine,” I lied. “It’s only a matter of time before Ada follows the same trail I did, and if she goes charging into Northlight Tower with guns blazing—which she will, because the Redemption Choir doesn’t know the meaning of the word ‘subtle’—she’s going to get herself killed. Best way to stop that from happening is if I steal the Canton relics first and tell her so.”

  “Then she’ll be comin’ after you,” Jennifer pointed out.

  “I’m fine with that, too.”
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  Teddy and I hadn’t talked much lately.

  We’d had our surprise reunion at Mayor Seabrook’s office. She’d called in Tall Pines for protection after a string of credible threats. Called me in, too, and we’d bumped into each other by cosmic chance. He was more surprised to see me than I was to see him, considering as far as he knew, I’d died in a prison riot at Eisenberg Correctional.

  Teddy was a fast study. Maybe it was his military background, his stint in the Navy, that made him quick to adjust and adapt. He was fine with his big brother being a fugitive ghost living under an assumed name, and when it came time to talk about what I did for a living…well, he said the word “gangster” before I did, and he didn’t really care. He was just happy to have me back in his life.

  I didn’t understand that, but I was thankful for it.

  Then he’d gotten swept up in the plot against Seabrook, bound and held hostage at the Neon Museum by a pack of Ms. Fleiss’s thugs. He saw me yank Fleiss into a mail sack and vanish. Then he saw the sack ripple and erupt as I burst back into reality with my crew behind me, half rescue mission and half killing spree. He saw me conjure a whirlwind of razor-edged playing cards, and watched my girlfriend climb a neon sign like a spider before ripping a man’s throat out with her teeth.

  He didn’t call me after that. Didn’t blame him. I figured he had some thinking to do.

  When he finally did start texting again, he didn’t ask any hard questions. Small talk, mostly. Asking about local events and places to eat like a recent transplant would, and I steered him toward the hidden gems of the city. Every now and then he gave me a tentative reminder that his dinner invitation was still open. I’d been putting him off. After so many years apart, I’d messed up his world and nearly managed to get him killed just by coming into casual contact; the last thing his life needed was more of me in it.

  And here I was, dropping him a text, setting up that dinner. Not out of brotherly love, but because I needed something from him. And if there was any other way, I told myself. I didn’t bother finishing the rationalization. It wouldn’t make me feel like any less of an asshole.

  His place was over in Henderson, on a quiet suburban street dotted with palm trees. I double-checked the address and parked at the curb. Teddy was doing all right for himself; he’d moved into a two-level ranch with an expensive address, new construction, bone-white stucco, and a pebble-bed front yard. Modern architecture with a little south-of-the-border style and artisanal driftwood details. Two cars in the driveway, a workhorse of a silver Ford pickup and a Porsche Cayenne.

  The front door opened when I was halfway up the walk. Teddy loomed in the doorway, halfway between eager and nervous. Felt like I was looking into a mirror.

  “Hey,” he said.

  “Hey.” I met him on the stoop. His arms made an awkward quarter-reach, then fell to his sides.

  “Are we—” he said. “Are we a hugging family?”

  Our boundaries were a tangled mess of distance and lost time. Things other families just knew, we had to figure out, like we were starting all over again. I thought about it, then reached out and pulled him in. It felt good.

  “Yeah,” I said, slapping his back. “Why the hell not?”

  He looked past me, to the curb. “New ride?”

  “Rental,” I said. “My car is…it’s a long and complicated story. I’ll tell you later.”

  “Wasn’t sure if you were bringing your, uh…”

  “Girlfriend?”

  I could see all the questions he was afraid to ask, swirling behind the forced eagerness in his eyes.

  “Yeah,” he said. “I mean, we’ve got tons of food if she wants to come on by.”

  “She’s got a thing tonight,” I said.

  “Well, c’mon in! Let me introduce you.”

  Teddy’s home was air-conditioned perfection and ivory tiles, more driftwood and calculated Tex-Mex atmosphere, but with the clutter of a life well lived. Toys littered the hallway, crayons and books lay scattered across a glass living-room table, and food crumbs flecked the ivory sofa cushions.

  “Careful where you walk,” Teddy said. “We just started getting her into Legos. She loves ’em, but my feet may never heal. And speaking of—”

  A six-year-old tornado came gusting down the stairs, nearly tripping over her own buckled shoes. Her blond pigtails flew out behind her until she skidded to a stop.

  “Dan, this is Stacy. Stacy, this is your Uncle Dan. Say hi?”

  She had big, bright eyes and a gap-toothed smile. “Hi,” she said, staring up at me.

  I wasn’t sure how to deal with kids. Or the flood of emotions that hit me from both sides at once, twin gale-force waves slamming the sides of my ship and rocking me off-balance. I had a niece. Teddy had told me that, when we first talked on the steps outside Mayor Seabrook’s office, but actually seeing her in the flesh was something else entirely. This small and innocent creature, with my family’s blood in her veins.

  Stacy.

  I had a history with that name. The Stacy Pankow job had changed my life forever. She was a porn star and a junkie, murdered and dumped in the storm tunnels under the city by her abusive boyfriend. I had been hired to find the truth and deliver payback. I did what I was paid for, and then I freed Stacy’s restless spirit from where she’d been trapped. I freed her, so she could go straight to hell.

  That Stacy had been innocent too, once. The world had a way of fixing that.

  But here was this perfect child, family, innocent, and suddenly I wanted to build a tower a hundred stories tall and keep her at the very top, and build a wall around that tower, and ring that wall with electric fence and—

  —and you can’t do any of those things. Sooner or later, we all get our turn on the anvil of the world. You bend or you break, but either way you don’t come back the same.

  Another new arrival breezed in through an open archway, a cluttered modern kitchen at her back. Short blond hair, wearing a sauce-stained apron over her T-shirt and jeans. I could see where Stacy got her eyes.

  “You must be Daniel,” she said and threw her arms around my shoulders. “I’m Peg. Teddy’s told me so much about you.”

  “About your plumbing business,” he offered, saving me from having to ask. I shot him a look over his wife’s shoulder. Plumbing? My fault, we should have coordinated stories before I showed up. Hopefully she wouldn’t ask me to help fix anything around the house.

  “Potato salad is underway,” she said. “Hon? You want to put the burgers on?”

  “The grill master is in the house,” Teddy said.

  “Yes, dear,” Peg replied, “but the grill is in the backyard.”

  “The grill master is leaving the house. Dan? Come and witness poetry in motion.”

  “Poetry?” I said. “I thought we were having burgers.”

  Peg tapped my shoulder. “This one I like. We’re keeping this one.”

  The yard out back, ringed by a picket fence, was another expanse of groomed white pebbles. Prickly cactus provided a splash of green, springing up around the fence’s inner edge, and a picnic table stood beside a bright pink plastic playhouse. Teddy grabbed a couple of brown glass bottles from the overstuffed fridge, some kind of local IPA, and passed me one. The sliding glass door rumbled shut behind us.

  He brandished a bottle opener and popped my cap, then his. The beer had a rich, nutty smell, mingled with an aroma like fresh-baked bread. We clinked bottles and drank.

  “Seriously,” I said. “You told her I’m a plumber?”

  Teddy gave the patio door a sheepish look. “I was on the spot, didn’t really have time to think about it. Besides, I thought all you Mafia guys say that you’re plumbers.”

  “That’s more of a New York thing, but there is some truth in the stereotype. So how’s work going?”

  He reached for the lighter fluid and rolled back a stainless-steel hutch. I didn’t know much about grills, but I could tell he’d spent some serious cash on his. It looked like a fixture in a gourmet restaurant.

  “Regional manager, can’t complain,” he said. “Tall Pines is expanding all over the place. They offered me a raise last week if I’d move out to Akron, take the lead on a new franchise there.”

  I wasn’t sure which way to feel about that. On one hand, my gut instinct was to send Teddy as far away as possible—Akron was fine, Singapore or Beijing would be better—to keep him out of my orbit and clear of my damage. On the other hand, as long as he was in Vegas I could keep an eye on him.

  “You taking it?” I asked.

  He spritzed the grill. A wave of heat wafted over us, joining the afternoon sun and carrying the earthy smell of charcoal.

  “Nah. I mean, it feels like we just got here, and I can’t be pulling Stacy from school to school, especially at her age. Kids need roots to grow. That’s what the self-help books tell me, anyway.” He gave me a sidelong glance and reached for a tray of hamburger patties. “I swear, she’s six years old and it still feels like we’re just making this parenting thing up as we go along.”

  “I imagine it’s like that for everybody.”

  “Probably. I read a fatherhood-advice manual and the first thing it told me was that there’s no such thing as a manual for being a good father. I mean, they were being metaphorical, but I probably could have saved my twelve bucks.”

  “We didn’t have a great role model,” I said.

  “We did not.” He stared at the grill. Patties sizzled as they landed on the slats. “Usually I just ask myself what Dad would have done in any given situation. Then I don’t do that. Seems to be working out so far.”

  “Amen.” I saluted him with my bottle. “So with all this new business coming in, does Tall Pines offer a one-size-fits-all kind of package? Like, pay a certain amount and you automatically get a set number of guards working a set number of hours?”

  He shook his head and flashed a smile, amusement mingling with the pride in his voice. “We aren’t Gold Star, Dan. Nah, half my job is on the customer-service end, arranging custom-tailored packages. We meet with the client, find out where their weak spots are and how much they’re willing to spend, and come up with a comprehensive solution. I never upsell. Which ticks my boss off a little, but we built our name on quality service.”

  I edged my way toward the real question, each word testing the ice under my feet.

  “So these security plans,” I said, “I imagine they have to get updated on a regular—”

  The glass door slid open and we had company. Peg emerged with a plate of buns in one hand and a plastic bowl of potato salad precariously balanced in the other. I rushed up and grabbed it before it could fall. Stacy zoomed between us, charging through the swinging door of the plastic playhouse.

  “In case you’re wondering,” Peg said, “no. She never stops moving. I don’t know where the energy comes from.”

  “I just want to know where I can get some of that,” I said.

  I tried to make myself useful. Peg and I ferried out the obligatory staples, the ketchup, the mustard, more bottles of beer all around, pinning napkins under a bottle of relish to keep them from blowing away in the bone-dry desert breeze. I got Peg talking about her job—she was a physical therapist who specialized in sports injuries—which saved me from having to make up too many details about my alleged plumbing company. Stacy swung by to show me the plane she’d built from a rainbow riot of Legos. At least, I think it was a plane. It was a damn fine effort anyway. Then the burgers were ready and the first bite, slathered in onions and a slab of American cheese, was juicier than my last porterhouse steak.

  At some point I ended up crouched in Stacy’s playhouse, listening intently to the deep and complex lore involving Miss Ruby Spaceman and Princess Poodle, who were vying for the Lego throne of New Town City. Personally, I felt I had to pledge allegiance to Miss Ruby Spaceman, which sparked no little controversy among the miniature courtiers. Stacy reassured me with a confidential wink that both princesses were actually best friends and working together on a super-secret plot to weed out traitors in the ranks.

  The afternoon rolled on by with good food and casual conversation, and mostly, it was just a comfortable place to be.

  We cleared plates, Stacy went inside to watch videos on her mom’s tablet, and the sky slowly took on an azure glow. Night was coming. I still had a job to do.
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  Teddy and I were out back, side by side, leaning against the fence and drinking the last couple of beers. At some point we’d fallen into a companionable silence. Insects trilled in the gathering dark.

  “I figure you’d tell me if I needed to worry,” he said.

  I eyed him over the neck of the bottle as I brought it to my lips. “About?”

  “I mean, you’ve had my family under round-the-clock watch for over a month now.” Something must have shown on my face. He broke into a grin. “C’mon, bro. I work in security for a living. Did you really think I wouldn’t notice? I gotta tell you, your guys look tough, but they’re not good at playing inconspicuous. I can recommend some courses they could take. Probably get you a group discount.”

  “They’re mostly a deterrent,” I said.

  “Yeah, well.” His smile faded. “They’re following Peg when she takes Stacy to school, and when she picks her up in the afternoon. My wife and kid, Dan.”

  “I know. I told them to.” I contemplated my bottle and chose my next words. “If I thought you needed to worry, I’d tell you to worry. Like I said, they’re a deterrent.”

  “Against?”

  “That whole deal that went down, with Mayor Seabrook’s kidnapping. They didn’t just grab you because you were protecting her. I’ve been butting heads with a…let’s call it a gang, called the Network. And they found out that you’re my brother.”

  He didn’t answer at first. Then he breathed his response into the mouth of his bottle.

  “Fuck.”

  “They tried to use you to put the squeeze on me. So I squeezed back.”

  “What’d you do?” he asked.

  “You really want to know?”

  He held my gaze long enough for me to read the answer in his eyes.

  “I squeezed back,” I said, “in a manner that left no question about how I felt. And I sent them a message: they want to come after me, that’s fair ball. But nobody touches you or yours. You’re not a part of this.”

  “You think they got the message?” he asked.

  “They got the message. Besides, we had another run-in not long ago. The Network…let’s just say they’ve had better days. They’re going to be licking their wounds for a while.”

  “So,” he said. “This have anything to do with why you were pumping me for information earlier?”

  “Was I?” I asked, all innocence.

  He contemplated his bottle.

  “You know, if you’re going to be robbing one of my company’s properties, I should really report it to somebody.”

  “You going to?”

  “I said ‘should.’ Just ease my conscience? Tell me nobody’s going to get hurt. Lie if you have to, so I can sleep tonight.”

  “You can sleep like a baby,” I told him. “Truth is, this is kind of a Robin Hood gig. A very bad individual has some things that don’t belong to him. I aim to reunite these objects with their rightful owner.”

  Once I figured out who the rightful owner was, anyway. And if it turned out to be Ada? Only once I knew she was ready to handle them, and not one second sooner. Until then, Canton’s relics were safer in my hands than anyone else’s.

  Teddy went quiet. I could hear his gears turning in the dark. The night air went cool, then cold, heavy with the weight of his unspoken questions.

  “At the Neon Museum,” he said.

  “Yeah?”

  He looked me in the eye. “I saw some things.”

  “I imagine you did,” I said.

  “Next day, this guy, one of Mayor Seabrook’s aides, pulled me aside and put an envelope in my hand. One thousand dollars, in cash. Then he told me what I really saw—Commissioner Harding busting loose and taking on the terrorists like a one-man army—and said that if I got my memories right, there was another envelope waiting for me.”

  “What’d you do?”

  He shrugged. “Collected my two thousand dollars. I’ve got a bank account set up for Stacy’s college fund.”

  “Good man.”

  I drank my beer and listened to the insects trill and waited for the inevitable question to drop.

  “Where’d you learn how to do…the things I saw you do?” he asked me.

  “I was out on the streets,” I said. “Fell in with a bad crowd. Then I fell in with a good one. Learned some tricks from both of ’em. They’re just tricks, that’s all.”

  I wasn’t being cagey for no reason. I was standing on treacherous ground here. A lifetime of experience had taught me that opening people’s eyes to the real world was the fastest possible way to ruin them beyond any hope of repair. Questions led to more questions, and that led to answers about humanity, the universe, the afterlife. People could either handle those hard truths or they couldn’t. I had already pulled Teddy too close to the edge of that cliff, just by stepping back into his life.

  “No,” he said. “I took Peg and Stacy to the Strip last weekend, to see David Gosselin’s magic act. Those were tricks. What you did, and your friends—that was real.”

  “Teddy, I need you to trust me when I say there are things you don’t want to know.”

  “How can you be so sure?”

  “Because you care about sleeping at night.” I tilted my bottle back. “I stopped sleeping at night a long time ago. I can tell you this: you’re not crazy, and what you saw was real. You remember the woman who was there, called herself Ms. Fleiss? She works for the guy I’m angling to take down. That’s the job I’m planning.”

  There was a glint in Teddy’s eye, some strange recognition. I figured it was post-traumatic stress. I gave him a second to put his thoughts together.

  “I remember her threatening to shoot me in the kneecaps,” he said. “So, you pull off this…job, my family will be safer, right?”

  And the entire planet, but I wasn’t going to get into that tonight. I settled on a halfway truth.

  “A lot of people will be. Like I said, he’s a very bad individual.”

  “I’m in,” he said.

  “Pardon?”

  “Tell me what you need. I’m gathering this guy uses Tall Pines for security, right? Give me the details. I’ll pull his records for you: employees, shift timing, protocols, all of it.”

  “I don’t want to get you in trouble,” I said.

  He laughed. “I won’t be. I’m, like, one level of access away from having the run of the company database. All I need is five minutes with my boss’s computer, which he never locks. And the man takes two-hour, three-martini lunches every single afternoon. There’s no risk involved here.”

  I had come here to use him. I should have been happy to have him on board. Still, I’d hoped I’d be able to get the intel I needed and leave him none the wiser. I didn’t need him getting sucked into my orbit. People who did that tended to never leave. That or hit terminal velocity, burning up in the atmosphere as they crashed down.

  But he was offering. And he had what I needed. And I’d come here to use him.

  “Northlight,” I said. “The company’s called Northlight; their HQ is in Seattle.”

  “Done and done,” he said.

  *     *     *

  I called up Caitlin on the drive home. Ostensibly to give her an update. Really, I just needed to hear her voice.

  “Miss your face,” I said.

  “Miss yours,” she purred over the line. “If it was safe, if there was any way—”

  “I know,” I said.

  Streetlamps reflected pale orbs of light across the dusty windshield, smears in the suburban darkness. The Strip was a distant carnival, pulsing, shifting, the call of electronic sirens from a concrete reef.

  “How are you holding up?” she asked me.

  I was touch-starved and tired and lonely and “I’m fine,” I said.

  “Did you get what you needed?”

  A glimpse into another life. A house in the suburbs, a family, burgers on the grill and craft beer in the fridge. The life I could have had, if I hadn’t gone down the left-hand road.

  “Teddy’s on board. He’s going to call me tomorrow afternoon. Then…well, then we move. No sense waiting. The longer the first story is in play, the more chances it gets to rearrange the world and set up an accident.”

  “Jennifer and I are both keeping our distance.”

  “Sure, but there are other candidates for ‘the lover who kills the Thief.’ Roxy’s dancing in Reno, last I heard, and Peach was going to try out for NASCAR, and that leaves…” I paused, not sure how much detail I wanted to get into.

  “Daniel? Though it’s a card I rarely need to play these days, I was born into the Choir of Lust. You’re not going to shock me.”

  “There were…maybe one or two others.”

  “You dirty little slut,” she said, utterly deadpan.

  “But I did not sleep with the twins.”

  “You know,” she said, “hopefully this excursion—assuming we all survive it—leads to freeing you from the first story’s curse. But we need to consider alternatives.”

  “Alternatives?”

  “What happens if we can’t find Marcel Deschamps, if he’s too far underground to reach? Or what happens if he dies and leaves the mantle of the Thief on your shoulders?”

  I rolled up to a four-way intersection. Red light, dead silent, no action in sight. My fingers drummed the steering wheel, a pressure valve letting out a little nervous energy. The road home was to my right. The light strobed green and I rolled straight through instead, heading toward the Strip.

  “First of all,” I said, “nobody is so far underground that we can’t get at them. Not even the Enemy can hide him that deep.”

  “And if the curse is well and truly stuck? If killing Marcel doesn’t free you?”

  I’d been thinking about that. I’d been thinking about that a lot.

  “Then it’s business as usual,” I said.

  “Meaning?”

  “You can’t cheat the first story,” I said. “When it decides it’s your time to go, it’s your time to go. Eventually, sooner rather than later, it’s going to kill me. If it needs to, it’ll put one of my exes on a plane and then crash it right on top of me.”

  “We do know two women who escaped the cycle.”

  “Yeah, and they took some once-in-all-human-history measures. I can’t duplicate that trick. I’m not going to spend the time I’ve got left running, Cait. I want to spend it with you.”

  She fell silent for a moment. I drove, merging with the gridlock on Tropicana Avenue. A sea of scarlet brake lights, horns splitting the air, the neon cacophony of the Strip rising up all around me. The flashing glow and the noise gave my brain something to latch on to. Soothing chaos.

  “You meant what you said, at the Bast Club.”

  “If anyone’s going to take me out,” I said, “I’d rather it be you than anybody else. Hell, if nothing else, it’ll piss all my enemies off. But let’s not plan my funeral just yet, okay? Not until Marcel’s in the ground. Then we’ll see what happens and take it from there.”

  “I hear traffic,” she said, changing the subject.

  “Don’t think I’m going to be able to sleep at home tonight.” And I can’t come over to your place.

  “Wherever you do sleep,” she said, “dream of me? And I’ll dream of you.”

  I pulled into the parking garage at the Metropolitan, cruising past pop-art murals, hunting for an open spot. Fifteen minutes later I was up at a piano bar, nursing a Jack and Coke and listening to an obligatory medley of Billy Joel songs. The people swirling around me, the noise, the energy, acted like a balancing weight against the turmoil in my gut. It all evened out, smooth as the liquor.
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  “There’s a problem,” Teddy said.

  The problem at the moment was the heavy sunlight straddling my chest and stabbing ice picks into my eyes. I shifted under strange covers, on a mattress wider and softer than mine, and had a momentary where-am-I? panic. Then it all came flooding back. Drinks, more drinks, at some point I think I stole a tourist’s wallet. At another point I’m pretty sure the piano player shifted from Billy Joel to doing instrumental versions of Fall Out Boy’s greatest hits.

  No. I had taken the cash from the tourist’s wallet, stuffed it in his fishbowl of tips, and paid him to play Fall Out Boy. My motives were a mystery, lost in a bottle of Jack Daniels. Teddy was in my ear, still talking on the phone, and I had to stop him in mid-breath.

  “Wait,” I said, forcing myself to sit up. The hotel suite lurched around me and I anxiously slid my legs over the side of the bed, touching down on groomed carpet. “Wait, sorry, I just woke up.”

  “It’s almost two in the afternoon.”

  “Yeah, I decided to get up early. What’s the problem?”

  “I used my boss’s account to check out Northlight’s profile. Beyond the basic staffing details, their entire set of security protocols is binder-only.”

  “Meaning?”

  “Meaning it’s literally in a binder,” he said. “Physical copies, kept on-site. It’s not terribly uncommon. Basically, once you get hired as a guard, they sit you down and have you read the hard copy on your first day to learn the rules and regulations.”

  “None of it’s online?”

  “None of it,” he said. “So it’s harder for people like…well…”

  “Like me,” I said.

  “To learn the shift timing and stuff like that. But I’ve got a solution.”

  I took my first wobbly step away from the bed. I was surrounded by pale blue and white, comic pop-art prints on the wall, sunlight streaming through every window and offering a panoramic view of the mountains in the distance. I was mostly looking for the bathroom.

  “All ears,” I said.

  “I can get us in.”

  I stopped in mid-stumble.

  “In?” I said.

  “I do have access to their staffing details. After all, everything’s got to run through the Tall Pines payroll system. And I can edit those details.”

  “Go on,” I said.

  “Like most of our clients, Northlight always has some degree of churn. Security is a temp gig for a lot of our guys, not something they’re trying to make a career out of. I’ve also got access to programmable ID cards, and I’m pretty sure I’ve got a uniform in your size.”

  “You can get me in,” I said.

  “I can get us in.”

  “Uh-uh,” I said. “I appreciate the help, but that is way too dangerous.”

  “It’s too dangerous if I send you in alone. I’ve worked for Tall Pines for years. I know our basic operating procedures, how things are done, how to pass like I belong on the team. You don’t. Without me, they’ll make you in five seconds flat.”

  The room listed again. I found a convenient wall to lean on.

  “I’m not volunteering to do anything crazy,” Teddy said. “Believe me, I’m not looking for any more excitement in my life. But if you just need to get into that security room, get a copy of the manual, and leave? That I can arrange.”

  That was exactly what I needed, along with the general lay of the land. I could scout the building while he grabbed the security protocols. If we were fast and quiet, no one would ever know we were there…and I knew, even as I did it, that I was talking myself into a bad idea.

  “Still too dangerous. Teddy, these people are…I mean, you saw Ms. Fleiss.”

  “I saw you yank her into a mail sack and make her disappear.”

  “It was temporary,” I said.

  “We’ll keep a low profile. In and out in twenty minutes, and I’ll cover our tracks in the staffing system once we’re done. You and me, bro. We can do this.”

  I told him I’d think about it. I told him I’d call him back. It was a foregone conclusion, though. I needed what he had, and given a little more time I could come up with every justification in the world to go through with it. I stumbled back to the bed, picked up the house phone from the nightstand, and dialed room service.

  “I’d like the eight-ounce burger, cooked medium, with sriracha aioli, bacon onion marmalade, white cheddar, and spicy pickles. Also, could you add a fried egg to that?”

  “On the side, sir?”

  “No. As a topping. Just fry an egg and slap it right on the patty.”

  “Can do, sir. Anything else?”

  “Three bottles of water,” I said, “and a selection of your finest artisanal Ibuprofen.”

  *     *     *

  Later that afternoon, I transferred Teddy the cash for the trip. We made our flight plans separately. Separate hotels, too, nothing to connect us at any point in the line. I flew in to Sea-Tac on the tail of a gray and drizzly sunrise. My .45 stayed at home; traveling with guns was a pain, and I didn’t need to give the law any reason to look twice at my Paul Emerson alias while I was still breaking it in.

  I had my wand, a fresh deck of cards, and Canton’s pocket watch. That would have to be enough. I wasn’t looking for a fight, anyway; this was purely recon and intelligence-gathering, laying the groundwork for the real heist. If anything went wrong today, we’d have to scrub the entire plan.

  I booked a room at a Motel 6 by the airport. Teddy’s flight wasn’t due for another half hour, so I had a little time for prep work. I slid my sleeve back, taking the spring-loaded wand sheath from my carry-on bag and buckling it around my forearm. Then I turned my attention to the watch.

  Canton’s wand had helped me out in times of trouble, unveiling bits and pieces of what it was capable of. No such luck with the watch. It sat stubborn and silent, and the only time I’d seen it in action was when it was in Ada’s hands. I laid the watch on the TV stand and poked at it, prodding with my fingertips and my psychic tendrils, trying to wake it up. Whispered incantations bounced off its dull brass shell. It didn’t want anything to do with me.

  “Have I not figured out the trick here?” I asked the watch. “Or are you just being pissy because I stole you?”

  The watch’s hand ticked along in sullen silence.

  A knock sounded at the motel-room door. I let Teddy in, and he laid a garment bag out on the bedspread. He’d come dressed for work, in pressed uniform gray with a Tall Pines patch on his shoulder. I glanced to his heavy leather belt, the open loops and empty holster on his hips.

  “You look…”

  “Suave? Dashing?” he asked

  “Underequipped.”

  “Armory’s on site,” he said. He rapped his knuckles on the garment bag. “Get changed or we’re going to be late for work. Speaking of, what I couldn’t get were the standard key-lock access cards we’d normally be assigned on our first day.”

  I wriggled into slacks so starched they could stand up on their own. This wasn’t going to be one of my favorite disguises.

  “So what’s the plan?” I asked. “New-hire orientation?”

  He shook his head. “Too dangerous. Orientation means the on-site manager double-checks a new employee’s credentials and plays twenty questions. Plus you’re assigned a minder for training, meaning you’re under constant watch, and I figured you wouldn’t want that. I put us in the staff database retroactively. Officially, we started work a week ago last Tuesday.”

  “And how do we sell that story when nobody there is going to recognize us?”

  Teddy beamed at me. I recognized the look on his face. It was the one I get when I figure out something clever.

  “According to the payroll records,” Teddy said, “Northlight Tower currently has a staff of twenty-four full-time security guards and another thirty-two part-timers.”

  I squinted at him. “For an office building? That feels like overkill.”

  “Not,” he said, “if you have around-the-clock coverage. Three shifts, and a lot of regular staffing shuffles, not to mention the turnover rate.”

  I saw where he was going with this. “So if anyone asks, we just got transferred from the night shift.”

  Teddy snapped his fingers. “Exactly. Worst-case scenario, the shift supervisor calls it in to verify. Well, thanks to me, according to the home office our papers are in order. And if he wants to check with the night supervisor, he’ll have to wait until the guy wakes up and returns his call. You said we’re going to be in and out fast, right?”

  “Quick like bunnies,” I said. I stopped buttoning my uniform shirt long enough to lean in for a fist bump. “Nice going.”

  “It must run in the family.”

  I hoped not. I liked the idea of Teddy in suburbia, living my mirror life. All the same, dipping a toe in the pool, just once, couldn’t hurt him too much.

  I hoped.

  *     *     *

  We made our way downtown, along winding and narrow streets, cold rain rippling down the windshield of a rented hatchback. Northlight Tower was dead ahead. The chrome and glass spire, a wet spear capturing the murky daylight, froze the breath in my throat.

  The path to finding Marcel Deschamps was in that building. The stolen Canton relics were in that building.

  And judging by the aura of raw and seething malice, radiating from the upper floors like a miasma of black storm clouds and snapping, ravenous squid beaks, I knew one other thing for certain.

  The Enemy was here.

  Teddy pulled into an underground parking garage, rolling down a concrete ramp. “If anyone stops us, let me do the talking,” he said.

  “One thing,” I told him.

  We prowled along a gallery of silent cars, angling for a sign marked Employee Parking. He gave me a sidelong glance, uncertain now, like he’d caught something in my voice.

  “If I tell you to run,” I said, “you run. If I tell you to run, it’s because something has gone very, very wrong, and you do not hesitate, you do not ask questions, you just run. Leave me behind, get out any way you can, and call that phone number I gave you. Tell them what happened.”

  “Dan, I don’t care what happens in there, there’s no way I’d leave you behind.”

  I didn’t say another word until he pulled into a parking spot. The engine died with a faint rattle. I waited until he looked me in the eye.

  “If I tell you to run,” I said, “you run.”

  A cleaning crew was halfway through an employee entrance, propping open windowless double doors to wheel a supply cart inside. I rushed up and held the door for them. Then Teddy and I let ourselves in, following in their wake. The card-locked door clicked behind us.

  The bowels of Northlight Tower were aggressively mundane. Beige walls, fat piping, corkboards with employee schedules and flyers, nothing different from a dozen other office buildings I’d explored before. Teddy was a step ahead of me, walking with a practiced authoritarian stride. While he watched for human trouble, my senses were on high alert, sniffing for trails of stray magic.

  Sniffing as much as I dared, anyway. Theoretically, Canton’s pocket watch could shield my psychic presence like it had for Ada, but only if I figured out how to use it. The Enemy was here—maybe thirty-seven floors above our heads, maybe a heartbeat away—and if he sensed me in his lair we’d be good as dead. Or rewritten. For that matter, there was a good chance Fleiss was prowling the halls. I’d tried to get through to her the last time we faced off, to reach the woman she still was under the shackles of the Enemy’s lies and open her eyes to the truth. All I’d managed, I was pretty sure, was to make her that much more eager to tear me apart.

  If there’s one cosmic truth, it’s that no good deed goes unpunished. That’s why I avoided them whenever possible.

  “Hey,” a hard voice snapped from a side corridor, stopping us in our tracks. “You two. Over here. Now.”

  Teddy said he’d done all the groundwork, planted us on the staff roster and ensured our cover was all but bulletproof. I was about to find out if he was right.
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  I didn’t like this guy.

  He was standing in my way, which was enough of a reason to want him gone, but he was going the extra mile. Stubble from a recent buzz cut, hands on his hips and chest puffed out like a drill sergeant, and a pair of mirrored sunglasses dangling from the breast pocket of his uniform shirt. One look and I knew if he could get away with wearing them indoors, he would.

  “Who the hell are you two?” he demanded. “And what are you doing on my floor?”

  “Sir,” Teddy said, standing at attention. “Smith and Jones, sir. We were just transferred from the third shift, starting today.”

  I tried not to wince. Those were the names he went with? A natural instinct for deception did not run in the Faust family blood. All the same, the man staring us down didn’t bat an eyelash.

  “I didn’t request any new hires. My schedule’s full up as it is.”

  An ID card dangled from a sky-blue lanyard around Teddy’s neck. Mine, too. He’d printed and laminated them at the home office. He handed his card over for inspection and I followed his lead.

  “Don’t know about that, sir,” Teddy said. “Above our pay grade. We just follow orders, you know? They said, ‘Your schedule’s changing, be here at nine tomorrow,’ so we’re here at nine sharp.”

  “Should have been here at seven sharp.” He shoved the cards at us with a scowl. “Follow me. We’re going to get this sorted out. Telling you right now, you can assume you’re going straight back to third shift.”

  He led us up a short, unmarked flight of stairs and down an access hall with a discreet placard marked Security Room One. Implying there was a room two, maybe more, elsewhere on the premises. He unlocked the door with his key card—I was going to need one of those to get anywhere in this place—and we followed him into a long and narrow command suite. Banks of monitors lined the walls on either side; I’d been in casino security rooms with fewer electronic eyes than this. A quartet of guards watched the steady and constant feed, sliding on the casters of their swivel chairs to check this screen or that, fiddling with overcomplicated consoles, filling out shift paperwork on sturdy steel clipboards.

  The drill sergeant shoved open a door on the opposite end of the room. Small office beyond, barely larger than the desk and chair inside, military medals and service ribbons pressed under glass on a wall display.

  “Wait here,” he grunted. “Let me get Juan on the phone, ask him what the hell he was thinking.”

  Teddy seemed placid, but my alarm bells were going off. He was on a first-name basis with our supposed shift supervisor. Not good. That told me he’d have a better-than-average chance of actually getting him on the phone. If he did, our cover was blown.

  “It wasn’t Juan who reassigned us, sir,” I said, trying to catch him before he shut his office door. He caught it in mid-swing and glared at me. “It was…oh, what was his name? Guy from the Nevada office.”

  I looked at Teddy, hoping he caught my drift. We needed someone this guy wouldn’t be able to reach, at least not until we were long gone. My brother didn’t let me down.

  “Schubert,” he said. “It was a Mr. Schubert, in payroll.”

  The drill sergeant stared at us, incredulous. “The hell are you dimwits talking about? Nevada doesn’t decide how we handle staffing. They’re a different sales region.”

  I spread my hands wide, helpless. “Like he said, sir, above our pay grade. They told us to be here, so we’re here. Sorry, we don’t mean to cause you any trouble.”

  He sighed and shook his head. “Forget it. Not your fault. Just cool your heels a second and I’ll get it sorted out.”

  The office door shut. Teddy leaned close, dropping his voice to a murmur.

  “Schubert’s on his honeymoon in Cancun. He won’t be back until next week.”

  “Anyone checking his voicemail?” I breathed.

  “Yeah. Me.”

  I gave him the most discreet of fist bumps. Then I turned my attention to the monitors. Four men to cover twenty-four screens, each feed automatically shuffling between cameras on a ten-second timer. The coverage was a mixed bag. On one hand, that was too many electronic eyes for a crew this small to handle. On the other, no reasonable security grid expects constant overwatch. Nine out of ten feeds showed empty hallways, quiet office floors.

  Humans are a predator species. We’re attuned to movement. I noticed, as a pack of suited employees walked down a hallway, one of the guards instantly flicked his gaze to follow them. He watched with the bored curiosity of a veteran security professional. His buddy at the far end of the desk was absorbed in writing up a report, ignoring the feeds just above his line of sight.

  Final verdict: the building had one hell of a security net, with twenty-four seven coverage. I’d need a disguise to let me slip past the cameras unnoticed, or a way to take the grid down. If I went in during the daytime, a disguise could be as simple as one of my tailored suits, blending in with the professional crowd. Then again, smuggling Canton’s relics out while the building was full of people would be a challenge in its own right. Nighttime maintenance crew? I thought. Cleaners? Lots to consider.

  I noticed one more thing. Each feed had a status line with a time stamp—suggesting the footage was being recorded and backed up somewhere in the building, another potential problem—and a floor number. None of the cameras recorded anything above the thirty-third floor.

  Teddy gave me a nudge. I followed his line of sight to a gray plastic binder, sitting on a pile of loose folders halfway down the left-hand console. I wandered over and got the attention of the closest guard.

  “Hey, mind if I use your binder real quick? Need to check something.”

  “Sure,” he said, barely glancing my way.

  I felt my final seconds slipping away as I leafed through the manual. Speed-reading the first few pages confirmed what I already suspected: around-the-clock surveillance, no notable gaps in coverage where I could slip through between shifts, security camera footage backed up to an off-site server owned by Tall Pines. The security room and the staffing desk at every point of entry had a bank-style panic alarm; hitting the button would summon heavy response from Seattle PD, plus fire and rescue teams.

  Guards were cleared to carry Tasers and pepper spray. No mention of firearms until I hit a section in a different font, the text offset, clearly an insertion into the usual company boilerplate. 12.8—Jaguar Teams. Guards approved for Jaguar clearance may carry discretionary tools as needed pursuant to their special duties as defined in section 19—

  I was already tearing through the manual, hunting across a paper jungle. Section 19 covered “extraordinary protocols in the event of a building-wide emergency.”

  
    19.2—Team JAGUAR ONE will move the patient in room 3603 using the provided gurney to the medical transport. Medical transport will then carry ONE + patient to off-site facility Alpha. Survival of the patient is an absolute imperative.
  

  19.3—Teams JAGUAR TWO and THREE will move the collection in room 3712 to waiting armored vehicles. Vehicles will ferry the collection to off-site facilities Alpha, Beta, and Gamma for secure storage.

  The office door opened and the boss loomed in the doorway, glowering.

  “I got no idea,” he said. “Can’t get hold of anyone at the Nevada office, at least not anybody who knows anything about anything. You two, go home. Somebody’ll call you when we get the schedule sorted out.”

  “We gonna get paid for coming in today?” I asked. Pushing it, but a little irritation would be expected under the circumstances.

  “Call it a surprise vacation day,” he told me. “Just get going. I got nothing for you to do here.”

  He vanished back into his office. The other guards ignored us, nothing but background noise in the business of their ordinary routine. Teddy and I headed for the door. I paused on the threshold. No chance I could snatch anybody’s key card; the only one I saw out and on display was dangling from a lanyard, secure around its owner’s neck.

  A spare metal clipboard hung from a peg on the wall. That I grabbed on my way out. Never underestimate the value of a clipboard.

  Once the door closed behind us, Teddy looked my way. A bead of sweat glistened on his forehead. “Well?” he said.

  He’d already done enough, taken more risks than I could have asked for. I wanted to send him home, here and now. That said…

  “One last thing,” I told him. “Take a walk around the ground floor. There might be some kind of vehicle bay, with a medical transport on standby. See if you can find it.”

  He squinted at me. “Like an ambulance?”

  “Exactly. I don’t think it’ll be part of the parking garage. It’ll be in its own spot, probably near the main elevators. Just see if you can find it. If not, no big deal. And if anybody questions you, you got turned around on your way out. Just leave and we’ll meet up back at the motel.”

  “What about you?” he asked.

  “I’ll be right behind you.”

  I needed a closer look upstairs. The “collection” on the penthouse floor wasn’t hard to figure out; that was where the Enemy was keeping his stolen relics. To have any chance at a decent plan, I’d have to get an idea of the security in play. The lack of cameras on the upper floors, and a special armed security detail to handle evacuation duty, told me I could expect something nastier than pepper spray.

  Then again, it was the penthouse floor. The Enemy himself was the best security anyone could ask for.

  I was more curious about the other proviso in the emergency protocols. Who was the patient in 3603?

  We split up. A swinging door opened into the civilian wings of the tower. My polished shoes clicked on smooth marble as I strode through the crisp air of the lobby, clipboard in hand. Nobody questioned a man with a clipboard. The rain was coming down harder now, cold and thick, turning the glass wall of the lobby into an oily blur. Employees clustered around a bank of elevators. I watched a door chime open, a few suits get on, and one waved a key card past the wall of buttons before hitting their floor.

  I wasn’t going anywhere fast without one of those cards. I put on my game face and made my way to the check-in desk. One of the guards, a lanky guy with a short-cropped Afro, traded casual nods with me.

  “Hey,” I said. “Know who I talk to about getting a replacement access card? They just moved me over from the night shift and, man, I’m so sleep-lagged, I totally forgot mine at home.”

  He winced. “Ouch. Yeah, you can go over to HR and they’ll issue a temp card, but they’re gonna dock your pay for it.”

  And, if they had any brains at all, verify my access with the drill sergeant in charge of security. Too risky.

  “If they gotta, they gotta,” I said. “How much are we talking? Twenty bucks?”

  “Eighty.”

  I clenched up like my wallet was burning in my hip pocket. Then I hit him with the puppy-dog eyes.

  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I groaned. “I’ve just got to go upstairs and verify cleaning-supply inventory for, like, fifteen minutes. I’m on camera duty downstairs the rest of the day. I don’t even need the damn card after that.”

  He gave me a hard look, thinking. Then he slid a glossy white card across the desk.

  “Borrow mine. Don’t tell anybody. And bring it right back. I go to lunch in half an hour.”

  I bowed and walked backward and heaped praise on the man’s shoulders all the way to the elevator doors.

  The elevator was a rounded cage of glass, clinging to the skin of the tower. I waved the card, hit the button for the thirty-sixth floor, and it rewarded me with a chime as the door shuddered tight. Then I was airborne, watching the blurry ghost of Seattle fall down around me in the morning rain. I thought about my vision behind bars, my jaunt to the world next door: buildings capsized, Tropicana Boulevard turned to a wasteland of burned-out cars, a scrap of newspaper with a headline that simply read GOODBYE.

  Seattle would be the epicenter when the Enemy was ready to start burning our world to the ground. Northlight Tower was where it would all begin.

  This was where it would end, if there was anything I could do to stop it.

  The elevator glided to a standstill. The door slid open and I stepped out into the hallway. Cautious now, still keeping up my “I belong here” stride and brandishing the clipboard but keeping my eyes and my senses wide open. There were no cameras on the upper floors, which told me the Enemy had business he didn’t want the peons watching.

  And I could feel him now. A pressure on my sinuses, a ruinous weight, a living cancer hunting for healthy cells to infect. I pulled my psychic tendrils inward. Canton’s pocket watch sat in my hip pocket, still stubbornly useless.

  Like the corporate floors below, nothing about this place screamed “lair of a world-devouring monster.” Open doorways looked in on empty galleries, cubicle farms without chairs or employees, sitting under dead lights. I kept my ears perked for the sound of approaching footsteps, but I was utterly alone. Theseus, taking his first steps into the labyrinth of the Minotaur.

  I followed the numbers on the walls. All the way to 3603. The door clicked, unlocking under a wave of my borrowed card, and swung wide. I heard the strains of an old instrumental, some big-band waltz, heavy on the violins. A short hallway was draped in plastic sheeting. CDC plastic, for sterile containment.

  I brushed aside the dangling tarp and stepped into a hospital room. A picture window on the wall looked out over the streets of Paris.

  I stood there, transfixed for a moment, staring at the rise of the Eiffel Tower just a few blocks away. An antique radio sat on a rustic window-side table, the source of the soft warbling music. A body lay upon a hospital bed, frail and blurred under a tent of heavy plastic. Its head was turned away from me on the pillow, motionless, gazing at the impossible vista beyond the window.
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  “Hello?” I called out, my voice barely more than a whisper.

  The figure under the plastic tent didn’t move. I eased into the room, still keeping an eye on the view of Paris. I stepped past the closed door of a supply closet. An empty gurney stood alongside it, ready to evacuate the patient in case of emergency.

  The big-band tune swelled and died, fading to silence. The old recording crackled as a new song began. A torch song: Vera Lynn, crooning to the boys as they headed off to war, promising they’d meet again someday.

  The figure on the bed moved. Its shoulders shook, trembling once and then going still. Like a man in silent tears.

  I circled the bed and pulled the tarp back.

  I knew him. We’d never met, but I knew him from his profile, from the grainy photographs in his Interpol jacket. The thing on the thin mattress had been Marcel Deschamps once.

  Before his left arm had been severed at the shoulder. Or his right hand reduced to a stump of slug-white scar tissue. The flowered bedsheet fell short of where his legs should have ended; both of them had been amputated at the knees, leaving him with helpless nubs. Half of his face was a mutilated twist of burns that flowed downward like a waterfall of melted flesh, curling around his throat.

  His one good eye fixed upon me. His voice was nothing but a wheezing rasp, squeezing through severed vocal cords.

  “Jesus,” I whispered. “What did they do to you?”

  I already knew the answer. He’d been rewritten, his life’s history edited by the Enemy’s time-defying magic. And I could guess why.

  One of the locks on the Enemy’s reliquary had a simple requirement: the ritual sacrifice of the Thief. But that wouldn’t do, not once he learned the truth about Louise Canton and her plans. Not while Marcel was running all over the globe on his payroll, pulling off impossible heists and snatching up the Canton relics. He needed Marcel to finish his hunt. That’s where I came in, the proxy sacrifice.

  But I’d ruined the scheme. I lived, and escaped Eisenberg Correctional with my life intact and the mantle of the Thief stuck to me. If anything happened to Marcel before the Enemy could deal with me, well…it looked like he agreed with my own hunch on that one. Marcel would reincarnate on some other world, taking the role of the Thief with him, and good luck ever finding him again.

  So he’d put Marcel on ice. Keeping him alive for the duration, alive and suffering and powerless to die.

  Marcel’s pale lips twitched. I didn’t need to be a lip-reader to make out what he was trying to say.

  Kill me.

  I wanted to. I could end it right here. Smother him with his own pillow, two rough minutes and it would all be over. He’d be gone and so would the curse on my head. The Enemy would take a major hit, a chunk of his old power still sealed behind an impossible lock. It was a win on all counts.

  Except.

  Except one floor above me, somewhere, there was a vault. And in that vault were all of the Canton relics he’d collected from around the world. Relics that—if Louise was right, if this wasn’t some hopeless crusade—could kill the bastard for good.

  If I ended Marcel here and now, the Enemy would know I’d been here. He’d relocate the artifacts and triple his security. No chance I’d pick up the trail, let alone get another shot at stealing them back.

  The Paladin intended for her next incarnation, whoever it was, to carry her relics into battle. The fate of the Earth, maybe every remaining Earth, might depend on it. This was bigger than me and my problems.

  “I’ll come back for you,” I told Marcel. I let the plastic tarp flutter down, a wall between us. Leaving him with that promise was the best I could do.

  *     *     *

  I got off the elevator on the penthouse floor.

  The air wasn’t right. The careful climate control of the lower floors was gone, replaced by muggy heat imported from some other part of the world. It smelled like swamp gas and old leather. Clammy sweat spread between my shoulders, the stiff fabric of my uniform shirt clinging to my back.

  The corridor twisted left, then right, canary paint on the walls giving way to eggshell white and then pastel blue, every bend a new color. A bit of corporate art hung on the wall to my right, a bland pastoral, a house at the edge of a tranquil wheat field.

  I paused in mid-step and looked again.

  I was sure, just for a second, that a figure had been painted in the farmhouse’s window. Hands pressed to the glass, the impossibly long black O of its mouth screaming in silence.

  It was gone now. Just a square of pale yellow. I kept moving.

  The halls didn’t make sense and the office numbers were out of order. Most were empty and dark, like the floor below. Another was filled with employees. They sat at desks, typing, papers occasionally rustling. Not a word spoken between them. I realized, as I was about to move on, that every man in the room had the exact same pinstriped suit and blue polyester tie. They also had the exact same fresh shaving nick high on their left cheekbones.

  The pressure in my sinuses flared. Something scrabbled behind my eyes, like someone had opened a bag of spiders inside my skull.

  He was coming.

  I ducked through the open doorway and off to one side, my hip bumping the plastic pillar of a water cooler. The water in the tank rippled. None of the silent, cheek-scratched typists glanced up from their work. I fumbled in my pocket and dug out Canton’s watch.

  Now, I told it. You need to start working NOW.

  There were footsteps up the hall, coming this way. The pocket watch held its cold silence.

  “I don’t understand.” The Enemy’s voice drifted from the hallway. “What’s the damn problem?”

  Closer now. I fought to hold my focus, to fold my senses inward, to make myself a mouse, a speck of dust, as I pressed my back to the wall. But this was his dominion. He was going to sense me, and here I was trapped in a room with only one way out.

  Two, I supposed, but throwing myself out a thirty-seventh-floor window was just a faster way to die.

  The watch had concealed Ada’s presence when we battled in Boston. Why? Because she was Louise’s great-granddaughter? Couldn’t be it. None of the other relics were keyed to Canton’s blood, and she had no guarantee the Paladin would reincarnate in her own family. The wand worked for me, albeit reluctantly. So did Canton’s top hat. There had to be a trigger mechanism.

  “I’ve gotten hold of a local Network cell,” Ms. Fleiss said, her tone clipped and cold. “They’re sending a representative with explanations and apologies.”

  “Tell them to bring the explanations and leave the apologies at home.”

  Ada wasn’t protecting anyone when we fought. She was the aggressor, killing two guards before she took a shot at me, so the wand’s conditions weren’t in play. All the same, Canton’s fail-safes were supposed to ensure the relics only worked in the right hands. What would Ada have been thinking about?

  The footsteps were twenty feet away, coming in swift as a breeze. In a few seconds they’d be on top of me. Close enough to touch.

  She’d be thinking about the cause. Ada only thought about the cause. Becoming the Paladin, defeating the Enemy, leading the Redemption Choir to glory.

  I pressed the brass shell of the watch to my heart and thought about my people. I thought about Teddy, downstairs, alone. I thought about how if the Enemy caught me here, he’d lock the building down. My brother would never leave this place alive.

  My brother.

  The watch ticked.

  A single sound, like a gunshot, as the world shifted out of focus. Colors faded to sepia and then gray, everything sliding an inch to the left and leaving newsprint blurs behind. My pounding heartbeat slowed to a gallop, to a trot, to a crawl.

  Then the watch ticked one more time, and my heart stopped.

  I was a dead man with his back to the wall. The pressure and scratching sensations in my head faded, muffled in gauze. I felt something pulling at me, tugging at the core of my being, and I vaguely realized it was my soul. My body was dead and my soul was trying to leave, to move on.

  Not yet, I thought.

  I watched the hallway through the open door. The Enemy loomed into sight, a black-etched negative on the skin of the world. He flickered and flowed, filmstrip lightning-scratches across his shadow echoing his irritation.

  “And what about you?” he snapped.

  Fleiss walked alongside him, eyes shielded behind onyx lenses, impassive and facing straight ahead.

  “Me, my lord?”

  “You can’t even open a damned gateway. Which you were built for.”

  Fleiss curled one hand in the air. In a blur, her nails had become black iron claws, long and curved and sharper than razors. She swiped her index finger downward.

  Her claw tore a line in the air. The fabric of the world came undone, fraying, and beyond it shone a light like liquid gold. The Enemy flung an arm over his eyeless face, his eternal pearly smile twisting in a grimace of pain.

  “Close it.”

  She snapped her fingers and the wound whipped itself shut. Nothing remained but the faint scent of roses.

  “Not my fault,” she said. “As I said, the Network emissary will explain—”

  “Remains to be seen,” he said. “You’re clearly malfunctioning.”

  In the split second before they turned, slipping out of sight, I saw the look on her face. Her pursed and bloodless lips, the tension in her jaw.

  “I am not—” she said, her voice halting.

  Say it, I thought, cheering her on. Tell him you’re not an object. You’re a person, not a thing. Not HIS thing. Say it.

  “I am not certain what’s gone wrong,” she said. “Something in the Shadow In-Between. I’m sorry. We’ll attend to it.”

  “See that you do,” he seethed.

  I stayed frozen in a world of gray, heart stalled, lungs empty of breath, with my back to the wall. The tugging at my soul was a constant, insistent pull, like an unscratchable itch deep in my bone marrow. When I was finally certain they were gone, when there was no sound but the rustling of pages and the typing of the silent employees, I pulled the watch from my breastbone.

  The world lurched back into focus and color and light. My veins burned as blood coursed along oxygen-starved limbs, flaring with the sensation of poking needles. I gave the cold brass shell a trembling pat.

  “Good watch,” I breathed and pushed myself away from the wall. I ambled up the hallway, continuing my hunt for room 3712.

  I found it down another stretch of corridor, one that backtracked in a way that seemed to overlap with the one I’d just crossed. The geometry of this place defied any logic, any attempt to blaze a rational trail. The Enemy had been flexing his muscles up here. The suite’s door was closed tight, reinforced steel, with the hinges on the inside. Instead of a card reader, a numerical keypad secured the lock.

  I felt time pressure bearing down. I had promised I’d bring my borrowed card back in fifteen minutes, and I was pushing the envelope. If the guy on desk duty got suspicious, he could blow this entire recon operation with a single phone call to the drill sergeant downstairs. All the same, I gave myself a solid two minutes to study the workings of the vault.

  The keypad was an Allegion. Heavy-duty, with optional biometrics. Of course, with no fingerprints and no eyes, any lock the Enemy could open had to be simpler than that. I knew these models could store a code up to twelve digits long and trigger an alarm on an unsuccessful attempt. Brute force wasn’t going to get me past this obstacle.

  Not past the door, either. One rap of my knuckles and I knew it was solid. I’d have an easier time carving through the wall beside it, and that was assuming the vault beyond didn’t have a reinforced shell. Nothing I could crack without professional-grade safe-peeling tools, a few hours to spare, and the freedom to make plenty of noise. None of which I was going to have.

  I worked the problem as I hustled back to the elevator. Maybe I didn’t have to get through that door. According to the security protocols, the resident “jaguar teams” would evacuate the vault in the event of a building-wide emergency. That said, they were also heavily armed and, presumably, if they were allowed on this floor, they’d been edited by the Enemy’s touch. I could trick them into opening the vault for me, but actually getting my hands on the goods would mean one hell of a firefight. Too dangerous. Subtle and quiet was the only way to play this.

  I wanted to be in, out, and long gone before the Enemy ever knew I was here.

  I held my breath and didn’t exhale until the elevator door shut. Then I was gliding down to solid ground, the rain-licked city rising up outside the glass cage. My phone vibrated against my hip. I had a message from Teddy, marked five minutes ago; apparently cell phones didn’t work on the penthouse floor. I made a mental note.

  Found a vehicle bay, he wrote. Waiting for you. Take left at employee cafeteria then right through double doors. You should see this.

  I dropped the borrowed card off back at the front desk—just in the nick of time, from the antsy, irritated look on the man’s face—and followed the signs for the cafeteria. I was ready to find my brother and get out while we still could.
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  Big bay doors, open to the rain, looked out upon a stretch of back alley. This cavernous room technically wasn’t a vehicle bay. It was the building’s garbage room, where double-wide dumpsters collected the corporate tower’s refuse and waited for pickup. Off to one side of a loading dock, though, on a span of oil-stained concrete, a quartet of vehicles stood with their silent grilles turned toward the exit.

  An ambulance—branded with a private label I’d never heard of, probably fake—stood beside a trio of identical armored trucks. Brinks livery, most likely also counterfeit or just stolen from a depot somewhere, intended to blend into city traffic. Nothing fake about the armor, though. I circled around, checking out the gun ports and the run-flat tires. I was still stuck on the intercept-the-relics plan, but it was looking more and more like a nonstarter. Each of the three trucks was bound, in case of emergency, for a different remote site. If I stationed people at every possible escape route, and if each one was equipped to ambush and take down an armored car filled with armed combatants…

  Teddy trailed behind me, watching, pensive. “What do you think?” he asked.

  “I think I have to get inside one hell of a serious vault on the penthouse floor. Without setting off any alarms.”

  “Can you do it?”

  I glanced back at him. “Any security system can be cracked.”

  “That didn’t sound like an answer.”

  I circled the ambulance. On top of the relics being evacuated, a building-wide alarm meant they’d sprint Marcel on board and whisk him off to parts unknown. And now that I knew the measures the Enemy had taken to ensure he stayed alive until I could be dealt with…

  I couldn’t let him slip away. No matter what else happened, Marcel Deschamps couldn’t leave this building alive. One more item on an impossible to-do list.

  “Any security system can be cracked,” I told Teddy. “You just have to figure out the trick.”

  “And…have you? Figured out the trick?”

  I stared out at the rain, drizzling along the dirty stonework.

  “I’m starting to get an idea,” I said. “C’mon, let’s go.”

  He drove. We sat in traffic a block from the tower, gridlocked at lunchtime, and the warren of streets surrounding Northlight offered more congestion in every direction. A string of ideas clicked together like puzzle pieces. A way in, a way out, what I’d need to get the job done. That old familiar elation crept up on me, the confident surge of a plan coming together.

  It wasn’t impossible. Just…ninety-five percent impossible. I could work with those odds. I called Jennifer on the way back to the motel.

  “Just finished recon,” I said.

  “And?”

  “And this locust job is a go. We’re going to steal Canton’s stuff back.”

  “You got the ways and means, sugar?”

  “Getting there. One thing I know for certain.” I craned my neck, peering around a stalled-out delivery truck at the red lights and construction up ahead of us. “Do me a favor and call Winslow, tell him I need a meeting as soon as I land back in Vegas.”

  “Shoppin’ for a new ride?”

  “I think I know how to get inside the Enemy’s vault. Getting out and getting clear is going to be harder. I need a wheelman.”

  *     *     *

  “I got somebody,” Winslow said. “Solid with a cage, reliable. Mostly legitimate, these days.”

  “Mostly,” I echoed.

  “I find ’em work about once a year. Enough to keep a hand in.”

  A good wheelman wasn’t just a driver. Anybody could drive. I’d been behind the wheel of a getaway car—a cage, in Winslow’s derisive parlance—myself more than once, and I’d done fine, but that didn’t make me a wheelman. A wheelman knew the territory, knew the roads, felt a map like it was made of his own veins and arteries. They were creatures of clockwork timing and Swiss watch precision. Normally I preferred to recruit locally; nobody knew a city’s streets better than a native. That said, time was short and I couldn’t risk putting out feelers for hired help in the Enemy’s own city. One whisper getting back to Northlight Tower and the job would be blown before we even started.

  So Winslow sent me to the Palomino Run, a dirt track two miles past the Vegas city limits. It was a sketch of an oval in the sage-littered scrub, ringed by bright orange construction barrels. Rickety wooden stands a few decades past their prime stood skeletal along one long side of the track, flanked by checkered pennants that caught the arid wind. Once a month, a local crowd would come out for dirt-bike racing, the occasional rally, or even a demolition derby now and then. The rest of the year it was strictly a practice track, a secluded spot for racers to push their limits and their engines.

  My driver-to-be, Pecos, was alone on the track. A mud-spattered car shot past as I walked up to the construction barrels. It was a Frankenstein collision of east and west, Ford and Nissan parts grafted together to create a low-slung beast that caught on the eye like a fishhook. Meshwork and roll bars protected its ungainly hard angles, and it slouched on one brick-red shoulder as it leaned into a curve. The car wouldn’t win any beauty pageants, but it was forged for handling and speed.

  I reached high and gave a wave, hoping the driver spotted me. Pecos rounded the far bend and the curve slung the mutant sedan my way like a slingshot. I kept waving. Pecos tapped the brakes, coming in for a landing.

  In a heartbeat, everything went wrong.

  The rear tires fishtailed, kicking up a shower of dirt as the car went out of control, still shooting toward me at eighty miles an hour, veering sideways on the track. I threw myself out of the way, landing hard on my shoulder and rolling in the scrub as it hit the first orange barrel with a bang of ruptured plastic, ballast water spraying in all directions. The car jolted and spun a full one-eighty, wiping out two more barrels and sending them flying, finally juddering to a stop.

  The engine growled, then died.

  “Fuck,” shouted a muffled voice. The caged door slammed. “I swear to God, I have no idea how that just happened.”

  As the driver, a woman in a scarlet one-piece racing suit, pulled off her helmet, I shoved myself up to my hands and knees in the dirt. One look and I knew exactly how it happened.

  “Peach?” I said.

  She cradled her helmet under her arm. “Dan? Winslow didn’t tell me you were the client. This…this is embarrassing.”

  She offered her gloved hand and pulled me to my feet. She looked good, just like I remembered her. Same freckles, same high blond ponytail. She had tried to run me over the last time I saw her, too, but that had been on purpose.

  “Embarrassed because it’s me, or embarrassed because you wiped out?”

  “Mostly the latter,” she said. “I don’t know what—”

  I waved a shaky hand. “Forget it. Not your fault. Seriously, it really isn’t your fault. There’s a…thing going around. It’s a long story. You’re calling yourself ‘Pecos’ now?”

  “Had a ‘too many people knowing my name’ situation. I figure you know what that’s like.”

  I did. “I’m Paul Emerson now.”

  “Boring, but effective,” she said.

  “I thought you were headed off to NASCAR.”

  “I was. Came back.”

  She didn’t offer details and it wasn’t my place to press. I felt her quills rising, so I changed the subject.

  “Winslow says you’re looking for work.”

  She looked me up and down. “Could be. What’s the score?”

  “Corporate office in downtown Seattle.”

  “Size of the crew?”

  “Me and a plus-one. We infiltrate on our own. Just need you standing ready to pull us out.”

  “What kind of trouble are we looking at?”

  “Depends,” I said.

  “Depends,” she echoed.

  “Truth is, if things go south, I won’t make it to the extraction point. Second the alarm sounds, your job is to hustle my plus-one out of there. Leave right on the buzzer, don’t look back, and you’ll be halfway out of Seattle before the cops show up.”

  “Who’s your plus-one?” she asked. “New girlfriend?”

  “My brother.”

  She arched an eyebrow at that.

  “Shouldn’t take scores with blood in the mix,” Pecos said. “That’s a good way to get hurt.”

  “So’s bringing your girlfriend along, but I keep doing it.” I spread my open hands. “Forty minutes of driving, maybe an hour, tops. Pickup spot to a drop-off a few miles outside city limits. Also, you don’t need to bring your own wheels; the mark will provide, and I’ve already got a ride picked out for you. All you have to do is hotwire it.”

  Her short-cropped fingernail tapped her pursed lips. “And after?”

  “Dump it, burn it, sell it to a chop shop, doesn’t matter to me. Consider it an added bonus or don’t.”

  “Let’s talk about that,” she said. “What’s my cut of the score?”

  “No cut, the loot isn’t going on the market. I’ll pay you a flat fee up front; just name your price.”

  “Not going on the market? So either this is a cash-money job, or you’re grabbing something for yourself. What’s the score?”

  “Vintage magic tricks,” I said.

  “Weirdly enough,” she told me, “I believe you.”

  The rest came down to negotiation, and we still knew each other too well, even after all these years, to waste much time. I gave her a number, she gave me another, and we met three-fourths of the way toward the middle. Then I told her the plan. I still had my doubts about bringing an ex-lover onto the crew, given my current predicament, but this was a self-correcting issue.

  I wouldn’t see Pecos again, face-to-face, until my work at Northlight Tower was done. If the killing of Marcel Deschamps freed me from the Thief’s story, she wouldn’t be any danger to me on the way out.

  If it didn’t free me, she was the least of my problems.

  *     *     *

  The stockroom of the Scrivener’s Nook had become a construction site. Plastic tarp covered the floor and bookshelves, while power tools lay in a ragged row on a bench by the back door. I dragged a heavy sheet of plywood in from the alley, laying it atop a pile of its siblings. Bentley had a two-inch square swatch of wood to experiment with, and he peered at it through safety goggles as his latex-gloved hands rubbed it down with a sponge. The treated wood darkened, fading, taking on a tone like dried leaves in the dregs of a teacup.

  “This should do nicely, I think,” he said as he studied his handiwork.

  Corman walked past him, unrolling a blueprint and stretching it wide in his beefy hands.

  “First things first,” he said, “gotta see if I still remember how to build one of these suckers. It’s been a while.”

  Melanie came in behind me, lugging a heavy plastic sack with the rest of the shopping list. She dropped it by the power tools and the sack plopped down with a metallic clatter, a couple of loose steel hinges sliding free.

  “What are we making?” she asked.

  “When people look at a security system,” I told her, “they see locked doors, motion detectors, cameras. The physical bits and pieces.”

  She tilted her head at me. “Well…that’s what security is, right?”

  “Only on the surface level. Look deeper and you see that every security system is created by people. And people make mistakes. Show me the most flawless network of locks and cameras in the world, and I’ll show you the very flawed person who engineered it. If you want to get into someplace you’re not supposed to be, you start with the people who are paid to protect that place. Crack them, you crack the system.”

  “Okay,” Melanie said, uncertain. “So…what’s with the DIY project?”

  “When you get down to it,” Corman told her, reaching for a hacksaw, “some heists aren’t much different from pulling a short con. Step one is figuring out what your mark wants more than anything in the world.”

  “What’s step two?” she asked.

  “You go fishing. Cast it out there like a baited hook and wait.” He tested the saw’s blade on the pad of a callused thumb. “And once they bite? You reel ’em in.”

  “I’ll show you what we’re working on,” I told Melanie, “but first you and me have an appointment across town. Have to go see a man about the final piece of the plan. And you have to master a new and important apprentice skill.”

  My tone tipped her off. She gave me a suspicious look. “Which is?”

  “It’s called, ‘Taking one for the team.’”

  “I’m not going to like this, am I?”

  “Probably not,” I said, “but look at it this way: you’re a theater geek, right?”

  “That’s…one way to put it,” she said.

  “Consider this to be valuable practice.” I wriggled jazz hands at her. “Acting.”
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  Melanie clutched her hands to her chest. Her fingertips fluttered like the pitter-patter of her heart as her eyes went starry and wide.

  “I…love your work,” she said.

  There was an apparatus on the darkened stage, some kind of Spanish Inquisition torture device mated with a giant industrial mixer. David Gosselin dangled from a stainless-steel bar in mid chin-up. He bucked his hips and swung his lean body, landing on the stage in a graceful crouch, and slicked his coal-black hair with his fingertips while he rose to his full height. His white poet’s shirt ruffled as he walked to the stage’s edge. His slacks were tight enough to be painted on.

  “Beautiful words,” he said, “from a beautiful young lady.”

  His fingertips twirled. Now he held a fresh red rose blossom, and he offered it to Melanie, bending low in a courtly bow.

  We were front row at the David Gosselin Theater, the best place in Vegas to see magicians named David Gosselin perform. Four hours to showtime. His security team didn’t want to let us in, not until Melanie put on the kitten eyes and batted her eyelashes.

  “You’re an inspiration,” she told David. “When you made the Great Wall of China disappear? Or when you made the White House disappear? Or when you made the Leaning Tower of Pisa disappear? I watched that one twenty-seven times and I still can’t figure out how you did it.”

  He leaned closer. I could smell his aftershave. Drakkar Noir, I was almost certain.

  “That’s because it was…” He dropped his voice to a purr and flared out his other hand. Motes of glimmering light followed his fingertips, becoming a rainbow before fading to darkness. “Magic.”

  “Amazing.” Melanie said, on the verge of swooning.

  David looked my way. “This is your new apprentice? I have to say, Faust, she’s a lot smarter than I would have expected. More charming, too. Out of your league, really.”

  “Gee,” I said, “thanks.”

  He gestured to the mechanical monstrosity at his back.

  “This little thing? Glad you asked.”

  “I didn’t—”

  “It’s my new illusion,” he said, talking over me as he paced the stage. “The Conundrum! I must simultaneously face being cut to pieces in a giant blender, set on fire, and drowned in boiling oil. Only the greatest magical mind the world has ever known and the greatest escape artist of our time could hope to survive such a spectacular stunt. Yes, only those two men could do it.”

  He struck a pose, flashing two fingers in a V. Then he joined them together.

  “Or should I say…the one man…who is both of those men.”

  “You really need to work on your stage patter,” I said.

  “Hey,” he said, “when you own your own theater and a private island, you can give me performance notes.”

  I had to admit, I couldn’t really argue with his logic.

  “We need a favor,” I said.

  Stress on we. He looked from me to Melanie, his interest piqued.

  “Of course you do. But how can I, a humble entertainer, be of service?”

  “Two things,” I said. “First, we have to borrow Canton’s top hat.”

  His expression curdled like roadkill on a hot day. I’d already “borrowed” the hat once before, just ahead of Fleiss and her hit squad, and wrecked half of his private museum in the process. To be fair, Fleiss had done most of the wrecking, but he still blamed me for the damage.

  “And I just finished paying for repairs,” he muttered. “Insurance wouldn’t cover it, called it an act of God. Tell me, why would I let you within a mile of that hat ever again?”

  “Because I found the mother lode.”

  He froze on the stage in mid-stride.

  “You mean…”

  “The stolen Canton relics. All of them.”

  “And…you’re willing to share?”

  In truth? He’d be damn lucky if I even gave him the hat back. But without his cooperation I was going to have to break into his museum—again—and steal it, and I was already pressed for time.

  “There’s a big picture in play,” I told him. “Those relics have a purpose. Once that purpose is fulfilled…we can talk.”

  “Okay, okay.” His head bobbed and he made reassuring sounds, but I could tell he was a world away, already arranging a museum display with all the Canton memorabilia he ever dreamed of owning. “I’m on board. Theoretically. Maybe. What’s the second favor?”

  I told him the details while Melanie told him how much she admired him for helping us out. Without her help, I don’t know if I would have sold him on it. We still didn’t leave with an absolute commitment, but I figured we got as close as we could.

  “Once the apparatus is ready,” he said, “if you really think you can pull this off—and I want to hear that from Bentley and Corman, too, because I actually trust their judgment—I think I can lend a hand.”

  “We’ll reimburse you for the damage,” I told him.

  “At the very least. And as for you, young lady…” David bowed low. He reached out, graceful as a swan, and curled his fingers behind her ear. Two powder-blue tickets sprouted in his fingertips. “For Friday night’s performance. Front-row seats, for you and a friend.”

  “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Melanie told him. She was so sincere I almost believed her.

  *     *     *

  “When you told me what you wanted,” Melanie said, “I figured he was going to try to sleep with me—”

  “I wouldn’t put you in a situation like that,” I said.

  “He just…wanted me to tell him how awesome he is.”

  We were side by side on Flamingo Road, walking fast under a shimmering desert sun, surrounded by the sleeping monoliths of the Vegas Strip. A hot dry breeze ruffled my hair.

  “Sex appeal is easy,” I told her. I tapped the side of my head. “Ego appeal is powerful.”

  She clutched her hands to her chest. “You’re so good at this. I mean, watching you work, it’s amazing. I’m learning so much.”

  “Well, thank you. I mean, I’ve had a lot of prac—”

  I paused. Then I gave her the side-eye. Melanie’s lips were squeezed tight, trembling, fighting off an impending smirk.

  “Smart-ass,” I said.

  Back at the Scrivener’s Nook, a cordless screwdriver whined and ratcheted hinges into place. The rough hull of a cabinet—or maybe a coffin—stood in the heart of the sawdust-littered tarp.

  “I still got the old knack,” Corman said. “We’re on schedule for tonight. Could use an extra hand, though.”

  Melanie held up her open palms. “I have two of those.”

  I headed out alone for the next leg of the setup. Down to Paradise Road, snug against the outer fencing of McCarran Airport. The Paradise All-Suites was technically a tourist motel; that said, if you couldn’t afford to stay elsewhere, you couldn’t afford to visit Las Vegas. In practice the All-Suites was a hangout for transients, pushers, hard-luck locals, and the occasional mob of teenagers looking for a place to party. Last time I visited this place, I ended up chasing a dealer out a window and down the street, both of us waving guns. The regulars didn’t even bat an eyelash.

  Now I strolled through the courtyard, watching windows, checking lines of sight. The motel was a three-floor horseshoe, ringing a concrete pavilion and a swimming pool with a patina of dead gnats. The reek of chlorine, poured in by the gallon, singed my nose hairs. I glanced east, then west, measuring the distance across as a jet roared overhead.

  This’ll do, I thought.

  I walked into the front office and laid my money down.

  “Room on the third floor, please,” I said. “Facing the courtyard.”

  The clerk raised a bushy eyebrow. “You sure? Gets noisy at night.”

  “I’m a heavy sleeper.”

  He took my cash and gave me a key on a fat plastic tag. The room was just what I expected: chipped particleboard furniture, paper-thin carpet with dubious stains, and a jail-grade mattress I wouldn’t touch without a full battery of vaccinations. I pulled aside the musty curtains and let the sun stream in on a pillar of dancing dust.

  Pixie showed up twenty minutes later, twirling a second key on its tag. “I grabbed 208, on the opposite side,” she said. “With binoculars I could see just about everything. You want me to set up the sound equipment?”

  “Not yet,” I said. “Any of the locals see you lugging expensive-looking electronics in, they won’t be there much longer. Let’s get this room ready first.”

  She had scavenged up a standing corkboard from somewhere, and we propped it up at an angle to the window so that anyone in front of it would be visible through the glass. Then it was time to decorate with pushpins and printouts. I tacked up a map of the city, anointing roads with a streak of yellow highlighter, and circled a final destination in blood-red ink. Next up were the printed emails, big blocks of Courier font. I put my highlighter back to work, making key phrases pop.

  “These look real,” I said.

  Pixie was over by the TV stand, arranging more set dressing. A couple of cardboard coffee cups, drained to their ice-cold dregs, joined a faded receipt from a Starbucks across town.

  “Mocked ’em up in ten minutes with a word processor, but they won’t know that.” She held up a crumpled fast-food bag and another receipt. “Think this is overkill? Will they even check the addresses?”

  “If they do, they do,” I said. “Every piece tells a story.”

  I took a step back and studied our handiwork, looking for any whisper of the inauthentic. The room told a story, all right. It was a story about long hours of surveillance, painstaking planning, an opportunity in the making.

  I looked a little longer. I was stalling. I knew that.

  “Time for the hard part,” I said.

  Pixie slid her chunky glasses low on her nose, eyeing me over the rims.

  “Hard to do, or hard on your pride?”

  Hard all around, really.

  “Just my pride,” I told her. “Is your end all set for tonight? You can definitely shut the generator down?”

  She crossed her arms. “For three seconds. Three seconds before the backup kicks in, and I can’t do anything about that. You’d better make it count.”

  I was aware. Meanwhile, I had a text from Jennifer: Got the boom-boom prepped and ready. Waiting on you, sugar.

  I hadn’t talked to Detective Gary Kemper for a while. He’d helped us yank a corrupt cop off the streets, something I considered a mutual win but he felt a little angst over, considering he knew we were taking his colleague to a soundproof room with plastic-sheeted walls. I’d been giving Gary some time to cool off in the interim.

  When I called him up and told him my plan, though, he was all on board. Not just because of the bigger picture, the whole trying-to-save-the-world angle. He was on board because he got to do something he’d always dreamed of.

  The doors of the Clark County Detention Center whisked open. A churning crowd parted as Gary led me in with my hands cuffed tight behind my back. The desk sergeant, distracted, barely glanced up from his computer screen as we reached the front of the line.

  “Whatcha got?” he asked Gary.

  Just like Corman told Melanie, sometimes staging a heist isn’t all that different from pulling a con. Step one: figure out what your mark wants more than anything in the world. I walked right up to the desk, eyes hard, chin high.

  “The name’s Daniel Faust,” I said, “and I’d like to confess to a couple of crimes.”
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  I smiled for my mug shots, until they told me to stop.

  Name? Daniel Faust. Address? No permanent abode, currently living in a room on the third floor of the Paradise All-Suites, overlooking the pool. Fingerprints? On file. Each of my fingertips rolled against the ink pad, leaving curling black labyrinths on a fresh index card. In half an hour those prints would be scanned, fed into the Clark County database, and then shared with the federal IAFIS system. And then they’d ping back with a rap sheet a mile long and a warning flag in screaming red neon.

  Daniel Faust, convicted of multiple counts of first-degree homicide and grand larceny, sentenced to life imprisonment in Eisenberg Correctional Penitentiary without the possibility of parole. Presumed dead in a riot that left half the prison in flames.

  I had intended to stay dead forever. As long as my ashes lay buried in a potter’s field, I could operate like a free man. “Paul Emerson” was a solid citizen with credit and papers, and nobody—not the local cops, not the feds—was even looking for me. In one fell swoop I’d brought my real name back to life, turned myself into a dirty-winged phoenix, and ensured the law would hound me all the way to the gates of hell.

  If I survived the next twenty-four hours, I’d have consequences to face. In the short term, though, it had to be done. I’m still in control, I told myself as the pastel yellow bars of the holding cell rattled shut at my back. It wasn’t true, but it made me feel better. I had promised myself, after Eisenberg, that I’d die before setting foot in another prison. If we didn’t pull off this plan with absolute precision, every step of the way, soon I’d be headed straight for solitary lockdown in a supermax. For the rest of my natural life.

  At least I wasn’t alone. A motley crew of scumbags loitered along the benches, and two of them were mine: a pair of thickset Cinco Calles bangers who had staged a fight outside a bar just an hour ago, ensuring they’d be picked up and brought to holding. We exchanged subtle nods, and one flashed me a sign: four fingers, then one, pointing downward. I echoed the gesture against my hip.

  Across from the holding cell, a reinforced window shot through with chicken mesh offered a view of the parking lot and the street beyond. Just an average afternoon, sunny and clear, people out enjoying life and taking their freedom for granted. I felt a stomach pang.

  I’d started taking it for granted again, too. Maybe this was the reminder I needed. All I had now was time. Time to stew, to wait, to walk through my choices and think about what I could have done differently. I leaned against the wall and watched the world go by.

  This was taking too long. No clock in here, the decor designed to strangle my sense of time—sort of like a casino, but trading cigarette smoke for the stale odor of fear-sweat and piss. I took deep breaths, pushing down against my nerves with a firm but gentle hand.

  I heard movement in the hallway. Gary loomed behind the bars, wearing the most punchable smirk I’d ever seen.

  “Come to gloat?” I asked him.

  “Damn right,” he said.

  I walked up to the bars with a panther stride, slow, reading his eyes. His real eyes, under the mask he was wearing.

  “Been waiting a long time for this,” he said.

  “Enjoy it while it lasts. I won’t be here much longer.”

  “Even if some judge was dumb enough not to hold you on remand, who do you think’s gonna pay your bail? I just got word your brother left town. Got on a plane half an hour ago. Your own blood, and he doesn’t want anything to do with you.”

  Perfect. Gary’s taunts were a status update in disguise. Teddy and Pecos were off to Seattle, getting ready for their part of the heist.

  “I do just fine without him,” I said.

  “Sure. Look at you now. You don’t get it, do you? Your prints lit up the Bureau like a slot machine hitting triple sevens. Oh, and somebody might have leaked the news of a notorious fugitive’s capture to the media.”

  “Can’t imagine who,” I said.

  “Can’t imagine.”

  Gary had spread the word all right. Just like I told him to. There was a method to my self-destructive madness. The louder Gary bugled my arrest to the rooftops, the faster the Enemy would hear about it.

  The sooner the Enemy heard about it, the sooner he’d come for me.

  The next lock on his reliquary wouldn’t pop until he fulfilled the needed sacrifice: the torture and death of the Thief as he languished behind bars. And here I was, all gift-wrapped and waiting. A few twists of a literal knife and the bastard would get a fresh rush of power for his trouble. Maybe enough to return him to his old world-burning glory.

  You’d have to be a saint to resist temptation like that, and I didn’t know any saints. Any other time, this bait would have been too good to dangle, but I had an advantage: the disruption in the Shadow In-Between had—for now, at least—shut down Ms. Fleiss’s power to carve doorways and leap across worlds. She couldn’t teleport herself into my holding cell, so once the Enemy handed out her marching orders, she’d have to fly to Nevada on a plane like everybody else.

  A private jet, fueled and ready, could make it from Sea-Tac to Vegas in two and a half hours. I had to figure she’d be here with a tactical squad in three, at most. And if I was still here when they arrived, they’d massacre every living person in this police station just to get at me.

  “You must be having the time of your life,” I said to Gary, pouring on the fake anger. “Standing on the other side of those bars like you think you’re better than me.”

  He knew what was coming. I saw his body shift, getting ready for it. One hand dropped low to his hip, palm cupped and turned inward.

  “I don’t think,” he said. “I know I’m better than you.”

  Every con in the holding cell could read my caged-lion tension. They fell silent, anticipating, the air electric as I got nice and close. My right hand curled into a fist.

  “This isn’t a petting zoo, Detective. You should be more careful. Get this close to the cages…one of these animals might bite.”

  My fist loomed high and fired down like a hammer between the gaps in the bars. He dodged back, my punch missing him by inches. He still played it rattled, staggering back until he bumped the corridor wall. There were hoots behind me, snickers, my fellow inmates enjoying the show.

  “The feds are already sending their people to collect your ass,” Gary snarled. “You know what that means? Extradition. You know where? To a state where they’re real needle-happy. And I’m going to be there when they stick it in your arm.”

  One last bit of intel, as he charged off and out of sight to the lazy applause of the men behind me. The FBI was moving fast, eager to have a word with the surprise survivor and maybe instigator of the Eisenberg riot. That was an added complication I didn’t need.

  Gary had left me one more present, too, in a split second of distraction. When everyone was looking at my raised right fist—including, hopefully, anyone manning the closed-circuit camera—nobody paid attention to my left hand as it brushed past the bars. Or his right, as it pressed a bit of contraband into my palm.

  I cradled it close, chancing a momentary glance into my cupped fingers to make sure it was intact. It was a broken arc of white plastic about the length of my middle finger, curled like a crescent moon. The inside edge was sharpened to a razor sheen, the tool of a jailhouse assassin. When all was said and done, reconstructing the impending crime, the authorities would assume I smuggled it in somehow. Sure, I’d been searched on my way in, with aggression and a cold rubber glove, but accidents did happen.

  I gazed across the corridor and out the chicken-wire window. The sun was going down. The feds were on their way to claim me and Ms. Fleiss was on her way to kill me. Time to take this show on the road.

  A new arrival rolled into the parking lot, taking it slow like he was hunting for a space up front. The rusted-out panel van was an old junker, the kind you’d see on a lot that offered cash deals with no insurance checks and no questions asked. The driver, brim of his brown hoodie pulled low, hopped out and speed-walked toward the corner. Heading across the street.

  My arms prickled with the first blush of a cold and clammy sweat. My distraction was ready, but it came with a caveat: under my orders, they were only supposed to use it if the parking lot was clear. That part of the plan was out of my control. All I could do was hope for the best and prepare for whatever came next.

  The barred door up the hall rattled open, accompanied by a shrill buzzer. I turned the plastic shiv with my thumb, angling it against my palm.

  Gary came back with a uniformed officer and a clipboard. The holding-cell door made a stubborn grinding sound as remote servos triggered the lock release. It rolled open on a rust-flaked track.

  “Prisoner Garcia, Miguel J.,” Gary barked. “Step up, your lawyer’s here.”

  One of my Calles friends pushed himself off the bench, striding toward the open gate with a gunslinger’s swagger. I wasn’t far behind him. Not close enough to alarm the uniformed cop, but close enough to make my move when the time was right.

  Then everything happened at once.

  The murky sky beyond the glass turned to high noon as the panel van erupted in flame. Its sides bulged, windows exploding, as shaped charges blasted the roof open like a volcano and a pillar of screaming fire burst loose, blazing bright. The shock wave thumped the ground and punched me in the heart as car alarms squalled, headlights flashing, a symphony of confusion while twisted debris rained down in a burning-metal storm.

  Pixie—dressed in her Sunday best, posing as the Calles’s lawyer and sitting alone in a reception room—heard her cue. With the tap of a button, the generator died. The overhead lights flickered once and went dark, the only illumination coming from the fires raging beyond the cracked glass of the corridor window.

  Miguel coldcocked the uniformed cop and sent him sprawling to the concrete. I lunged past him, grabbed Gary by the wrist, spun him around, and pressed the business end of the plastic shiv to his throat. Prisoners were already running up behind me, boiling out of the holding cell like fire ants from a burning mound. Riot psychology: start the violence, stand aside, and a pack mentality takes hold. People will do things they never would in their right mind, like try to break out of jail when they’re only in for a misdemeanor or two. Guards were flooding in from the front of the station, ready to restore order, facing down a wave of bare-fisted cons.

  The first of the escapees hit the floor, flopping bonelessly as the barbs of a Taser delivered fifty thousand volts. I pulled Gary back in the opposite direction, away from the melee.

  “Nobody follows me,” I shouted, “or this pig gets it!”

  I shouldered open an access door. The lights flickered back on, backup generator whirring to life. Gary pretended to struggle as he hustled backward with me.

  “‘Pig’?” he whispered. “Seriously?”

  “Hey, I’m trying to be convincing here.”

  I shot a glance over my shoulder. Clear sailing, at least for another twenty seconds or so. We hit a steel-clad door and I spun him around to face the lock.

  “Open it!” I said. “No funny business, or your wife’s gonna be a widow tonight.”

  “You know I’m divorced,” he muttered as he fumbled with a heavy ring of keys.

  Out in the back lot, the air crackled with flame and the distant, looming wail of sirens. There were shouts, the echo of a single gunshot, doors slamming and horns blaring as pedestrians charged for cover across a congested intersection. I moved Gary five steps to the right. The cameras here had a blind spot.

  Gary pressed his car keys into my hand and nodded toward the gate. “The blue Mazda. Do me a favor and don’t wreck it. I just paid off the bank last month.”

  “I’ll treat it like it was my own.”

  “I said don’t wreck it.” He shot a glare at me. “This plan is suicide. You’re going to die out there. You know that, right?”

  “Then this is the last time you’ll ever see me. I figured you’d be happier about it.”

  His frown stayed put, but his glower went soft.

  “Lot of people counting on you,” he said. “Don’t fuck this up.”

  “I’ll try my best.”

  “Try harder than that.”

  Gary sighed. The sirens were louder now, coming in hot.

  “Okay, let’s do this.” He tapped his cheekbone. “Right here. Make it look good, gimme an ugly bruise for the cameras.”

  I didn’t insult him by asking if he wanted a three-count first. His head snapped back as my fist connected. He wobbled on his feet, wincing.

  “Oh, no,” he said. “I’ve been knocked unconscious by your mighty blow. I’ve never been hit so hard in my life. My senses are reeling.”

  “You don’t need to be like that,” I said.

  He lowered himself to the concrete with deliberate care, making himself comfortable.

  “How could anyone stand before such a sheer muscular powerhouse?” he said. “I will surely be out cold for at least five minutes, maybe six, but who knows what kind of long-term damage I’ve suffered from my brutal beating at the hands of Daniel Faust?”

  “Bye, Gary,” I said, stepping over his legs.

  “If only he had become a boxer instead of turning to a life of crime,” Gary moaned at my back. “Those iron fists would have made him a world champion.”

  I flipped him off at the edge of the camera’s blind spot. Then I broke into a run, gripping the keys and hunting for my getaway ride.
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  I drove southbound with flames at my back and a convoy of emergency-services trucks rolling north, firing past me in the gathering dusk and painting the cloudless sky with flashes of blood red and arctic ice. As the wailing sirens faded, I clicked the radio on. I was already the talk of the town. Most of the dial was breathlessly reporting on an explosion at the detention center and an attempted escape, warning people to stay clear of the area until the fire teams got everything under control. One of the AM stations was ahead of the game.

  “…were all recaptured save for one prisoner, a convicted murderer and prison escapee named Daniel Faust. Faust is believed to have orchestrated the violent breakout, his accomplices using a homemade bomb to destroy one wall of the detention center. Faust took an officer hostage at gunpoint and is now on the run. He is considered armed and extremely dangerous…”

  Well, at least they tried. I didn’t mind all the wrong details. If people were looking for a con and his hostage, they’d ignore a man driving alone. I figured my mug shot would be on every TV station in the city within thirty minutes; unless I hit bad traffic on the expressway, I’d only need twenty. Gary would buy me time, playing groggy when his buddies found him and only “noticing” his car keys had been stolen once he’d gotten his senses back.

  I was still playing it down to the wire. I dumped the car in an alley one block from the Paradise All-Suites, left the keys in the glove box, and made the rest of the trip on foot. Now the hardest part was staying cool, walking smooth and casual while every muscle in my body screamed at me to run. My stomach clenched as a metro cruiser streaked by, lights flashing. The cop behind the wheel didn’t give me a second glance, but I still kept my head on a swivel, making sure he didn’t double back.

  I didn’t return to my room at the All-Suites. Instead I headed across the pavilion, past the gnat-flecked swimming pool and up a flight of white concrete steps littered with cigarette butts. I knocked on the door to room 208: two long, two short.

  A deadbolt clicked. Bentley let me in, his frail hand protective on my shoulder. The lights were doused, curtains wide, all the better to see across the way. A folding chair and a pair of binoculars faced the grimy window. On a side table, a digital speaker bristling with a rainbow tangle of wires let out faint hissing static.

  Melanie jumped up from the chair. “How’d it go?”

  “Well, the world knows I’m alive now. Also, everybody wants to put me in prison, murder me, or both. How’s your night going?”

  “Nothing so far,” she said. “But before she left, I helped Pixie test the sound equipment. We’re good to go.”

  “David just phoned,” Bentley added. “He’s ready when you are. Shall we?”

  I stared at the distant horseshoe bend of the motel and the glowing rectangle of light in my rented room. I weighed my next move.

  “Wait for it,” I said. “I want to be sure.”

  Bentley had my gear. I had carried an old wallet to my arrest, stocked with odds and ends from my first life: my original driver’s license, some frequent-shopper cards, all in my real name. I wouldn’t be getting it back, but that was fine. Bentley handed me my Paul Emerson wallet, fat with spending cash. I unbuttoned my sleeve and he helped me buckle my wand sheath along my forearm, cinching the leather straps tight. Next was Canton’s pocket watch—the key to my unfolding plan, if it didn’t decide to quit working—and a fresh pack of playing cards. Now I was ready for a fight.

  “One last thing,” Bentley said. “She couldn’t be here, for obvious reasons, but Caitlin wanted me to make sure you had this.”

  It was the heavy cardboard stub of a train ticket. Amtrak, the 11 Coast Starlight, leaving from King Street Station. A twenty-hour trip from Seattle to Vegas, in a Superliner roomette for two.

  “Caitlin and Jennifer have already left,” Bentley said, “and they’ll be waiting for you at the rendezvous point. Your Emerson alias is intact, but given that your photograph will be…uncomfortably public for a while, taking the train home seemed safer than flying.”

  And driving would be safer than the train, but that wasn’t the point. I got Caitlin’s message, loud and clear. The second Marcel Deschamps breathed his last, if this worked how we thought it would, I’d be free from the curse of the Thief once and for all.

  If.

  I tried not to think about the alternative. She was trying too, and that was the message printed on the ticket. Hope. Hope and the promise of twenty hours alone in a private cabin with the shades drawn low, where we could make up for lost time together. Caitlin could have waited to give it to me, held the ticket until we met again after the job was done. No, she wanted me carrying it into battle, like a knight with his lady’s favor. And so I would. I slid it into my breast pocket, right up against my heart.

  “We got movement,” Melanie said.

  I padded to the window at her side. I didn’t need the binoculars to pick up the flurry of motion down in the parking lot. Two dark sedans swung into side-by-side parking spots, rolling with military precision. So did the men who clambered out, six of them, with dark glasses over their eyes and bulges under their tailored jackets. And then came Fleiss, imperious, pointing as she strode toward the steps on the opposite side of the motel.

  My orchestrated arrest, as much as it might end up screwing me in the long haul, had a dual purpose. First, to lure Ms. Fleiss out into the open and along a path of my design. Once she heard about my jailbreak, she wouldn’t dare go home to the Enemy empty-handed, especially not after she’d lost me twice before. Pride and terror and misplaced love would keep her on my footsteps like a bloodhound.

  That was why, when the cops booked me, I made sure they recorded my rented room at the Paradise All-Suites as my current address. Arrest records were easy to lay hands on, and that’s how I wanted it. A nice and simple trail for her to follow, all the way to my carefully staged hideout.

  When they kicked in the door, the bug in the room picked up the noise and blared it over Pixie’s jury-rigged speaker with a pop of static and the crackle of shattered wood. Melanie passed me the binoculars.

  “Clear!” called out one of Fleiss’s men, dipping low to poke the nose of a silenced pistol under the mattress. The same shout echoed from the dingy bathroom, over the rustle of a shower curtain ripping aside.

  Fleiss trailed in their wake. She paused in the heart of the room, framed in the lenses of my binoculars. Her nostrils flared. She stared at the window, seeming to look directly at me, and my breath caught in my throat. Could she see me, this far away, lurking in the shadows? Fleiss had been human once, but that had been a long, long time ago, before the ordeal that transformed her into a Cutting Knife. One of only nine in the multiverse; seven, now that I’d helped to free two of her sisters. Between what the Network had done to her and what the Enemy had done to her after that, brainwashing and corrupting her power to their own ends, I still wasn’t entirely sure what she was capable of.

  All I knew was that she was damn near unstoppable, a juggernaut of iron claws and rage. And if she figured out the truth, this entire plan was sunk here and now.

  The moment passed. She turned away from the window, looking to the litter on the credenza, then the standing corkboard. Her voice was a sinuous whisper, drifting through the speaker on the table.

  “So that’s why you came back.”

  I watched her study the map. Her fingertip traced a road, the imaginary route I’d marked in highlighter, groundwork for a heist that didn’t exist. Then her gaze drifted to the printouts, the emails supposedly stolen from a hacked account.

  “Ma’am?” one of her men asked, standing at her shoulder.

  “I didn’t think he’d dare return to Vegas, not after the last time we crossed paths. He’d know I’d be hunting. But if he found the perfect target, one he couldn’t refuse…” She tapped her black fingernail against a tacked-up printout. “This is what he was after when he ran afoul of the law. Now, the vital question: will he flee the city, aiming to save himself while he still can? Or is he so rash, so arrogant, as to think he can still steal his prize on the way out?”

  “That’s our cue,” I told Bentley. “Melanie, hang out here for at least half an hour after they leave, just to be safe.”

  She took the binoculars back and gave me a salute. Fleiss had fallen into a thoughtful silence. On our way out the door, I heard her speak once more.

  “Of course he is,” she said. “Of course he’s that arrogant. And I’ll take great pleasure in punishing him for it. More to the point, even if he flees, we won’t be going back empty-handed. We’ll finish his little heist ourselves. My lord will be very, very happy when he sees the surprise gift I’m bringing him.”

  Bentley’s old silver Caddy waited downstairs, pulled up snug by the foot of the motel stairs. I dove in back, lay flat, and pulled a blanket over my head, just a little extra precaution in case some eagle-eyed motorist had seen my mug shot on TV. Bentley drove like a man possessed.

  




  
  





35.


  
  When I put my plan together—or at least the random scraps and thoughts that I’d eventually hammer into a plan—I took Melanie aside. This was a good learning opportunity.

  “The heart of all magic,” I said, “is deception.”

  She was standing at the checkout counter at the Scrivener’s Nook, the bookstore dead quiet as usual. With her left hand she spread a fan of cards on the grainy wood, slid them back together, then cut the deck. I noticed her slip a card from the bottom of the stack and shuffle it to the top. Most people wouldn’t have caught it. The kid was good. She’d been learning card tricks from Bentley and Corman for a while now, and I had her on a refresher regimen to keep her skills sharp.

  “You mean this kind of magic or the real thing?” she asked.

  “All magic. Raw power is nice to have. Skill is better; you can accomplish a lot with a little, if you know how. But when you’re going toe-to-toe with an opponent, whether that opponent is an audience you’re trying to fool, a mark you’re trying to con, or a magician who wants you dead, power and skill don’t count for jack if they see you coming. Look at it this way: who’s more dangerous, the Enemy or Naavarasi?”

  Melanie started flipping cards. Red, black, red, black, in perfect synchronicity. She glanced up from the deck.

  “The Enemy, duh. He can literally change reality.”

  “That’s power,” I said. “But what’s he actually done with it? He’s so focused on his personal finish line—popping the rest of the locks on his reliquary and getting even more power—that he comes at every problem like a sledgehammer. Sending out Fleiss and a carload of shooters is usually his first reaction, when it should be his last. He’s predictable, and a predictable mark is an easy mark.”

  “And Naavarasi?” she asked.

  “Illusions. That’s all she’s got. Well, that and a mean right hook, but Caitlin still kicked the snot out of her. Her shape-changing schtick doesn’t even work on us anymore, not since I figured out how to catch her psychic scent. And yet? She backed both of us into a corner and damn near won.”

  “And that’s skill,” Melanie said, following along. She waved her hand and discreetly slid one card over another, squaring them carefully to hide her ruse. With a flip, a red diamond appeared to turn into a spade.

  “That’s skill plus deception. I’m worried about the Enemy. I respect Naavarasi.”

  “You are going to kill her though,” Melanie said, giving me a curious look.

  “Oh, we’re going to kill her, dig up the body, and then kill her again. She’s got it coming. Just…as soon as I can figure out how, without breaking any infernal laws. This knighthood thing is a bitch. I assume Prince Sitri is getting a good laugh out of it, which is exactly why he gave it to me.” I shrugged. “My point being, deception does what brute force can’t. And step one of any good con is to know what your mark wants. What does the Enemy want?”

  “To destroy the multiverse?”

  “True,” I said, “but that’s long-term. A good con focuses on the here and now. Something concrete and tangible, like an easy payday.”

  “Well, he wants to get the rest of his old power back—” She thought about it. “Which means, in the short term, he wants you.”

  “Excellent. What else?”

  She flipped another card, turning the ten of clubs into…the seven of clubs. She frowned at the misstep, gathered up the deck, and started the trick from scratch, shuffling.

  “Well, he wants all of the Canton relics. He figured out what Louise Canton was up to, and he knows they’ve got the power to beat him. Or at least he thinks they do. If the new Paladin is armed with Louise’s gear when they fight, and they are bound to fight eventually, she’s going to wreck his shit.”

  “Language,” Bentley called from the back room.

  “She is going to wreck his shit, though,” Melanie murmured, shooting a glance toward the open doorway.

  I nodded. “That’s the operating theory. For our purposes, it doesn’t matter if it’s true or not. What matters is what the mark believes. So, we know two things: presented with the opportunity, the Enemy will go after me, and he will go after a stray Canton relic. He can’t not do it.”

  “Which one are we going to use as bait?”

  “Both,” I said.

  *     *     *

  The silver Cadillac screeched to a dead stop under a stray streetlamp. I threw back the blanket and lurched for the door handle before Bentley had a chance to kill the engine. Time was not on our side.

  Along with his theater and at least one private island, David Gosselin had parlayed his magical fortune into his own private museum. It was an urban castle, a refurbished factory on the edge of town, red brick with steel crenellations. No signs out front, nothing to mark the wonders kept within; the museum allowed visitors by appointment only.

  David stood in the doorway. He waved us inside, shooting a nervous look over our shoulders like he could see Fleiss and her hit squad closing in.

  “Did they buy it?” he asked.

  “Hook, line, and sinker,” I said. “Fleiss is on her way, so let’s hustle. I want you and Bentley out of here in five minutes.”

  “Everything’s ready. We can do it in three.”

  Vintage posters in underlit frames marked his collections, gathered from across the world. Houdini, Thurston, Blackstone, their memorabilia and magical apparatuses on elegant pedestals, framed in moonlight from the panes of glass overhead. Trick tables and rods of glass, devices to manifest the impossible. And at the heart of the museum, a new space set aside for the marvels of Canton the Magnificent.

  Wishful thinking on David’s part, considering his last Canton collection had gone the way of the Vandals sacking Rome. His new version, rebuilt from the bullet-riddled rubble, only featured a single exhibit.

  *     *     *

  “We know that Marcel was running all over the globe, snatching up Canton relics,” I had explained to Melanie. “Then, once I escaped Eisenberg and ruined the Enemy’s proxy-Thief plan, he put Marcel on ice to keep him alive and breathing until I could be dealt with. Since then, Fleiss and her hand-picked shooters have been on recovery detail.”

  “They haven’t gotten a whole lot,” Melanie said. “Just the substitution trunk, right? Ada stole the pocket watch before they even found out about it.”

  “There’s not a lot left to get. That’s the problem. Not sure how he figured it out, but the Enemy had one hell of a head start on all of us. He was hunting those relics long before we had even heard of Canton the Magnificent.” I held up a finger. “But. The thing about rare collectibles is, there’s generally not some master checklist that tells you when you’ve found them all.”

  I showed her my notepad, scribbled with the rough draft of a fictitious email chain. Once I was happy with the wording, I’d forward it to Pixie to be transformed into believable printouts.

  I’ve had it privately authenticated and will include the chain of custody paperwork with the cabinet, wrote David Gosselin in a message to Christie’s New York. This is unquestionably the prop used by Howard Canton to perform the Sunrise Majestic routine, as seen at King’s Hall in his 1949 benefit performance. The original swords are missing, but otherwise the cabinet is intact and in near-mint condition.

  The auction house—or at least my imitation of the auction house—promptly replied.

  Can include in Sale 18408, pending authentication by our own experts. Please forward documentation for initial examination.

  Consider me highly motivated to sell, David replied. Given what happened last time I had Canton memorabilia in my museum, I want this thing gone ASAP.

  “So you’re going to fake your own arrest—” Melanie said, walking through the plan.

  “Nothing fake about it,” I said. “Not if I want to grab the Enemy’s attention.”

  “Then you’re going to break out, vanish, and leave a trail to a motel room where it’ll look like you were planning to steal the relic.”

  “Presenting Fleiss, assuming she’s the one he sends to kill me, with a golden opportunity,” I said. “She’s terrified of disappointing her boss, and she’d dread the idea of heading back without anything to show for it. But all she has to do is finish the job I started, and she can fly home with a new relic for the collection.”

  “What’s this ‘Sunrise Majestic’ routine?” she asked, tapping the notepad. “I’ve never heard of that trick.”

  “Because it doesn’t exist. I made it up. A solid con banks on what your mark knows and what they don’t know.”

  I flipped the notepad shut.

  “The Enemy wrote the book on real magic, and Fleiss is almost as good as he is,” I said. “But I’m willing to bet that neither of them knows a damn thing about stage magic.”

  *     *     *

  The cabinet awaited. Built by hand in the back room of the Scrivener’s Nook and artificially aged by Bentley’s alchemical and stagecraft know-how, it was a prize the Enemy couldn’t refuse. The Sunrise Majestic was a little deeper than a coffin, dressed in faded nightingale-blue paint and adorned with stars and a sun in flaking gold leaf. The tall wooden shell stood thick and sturdy, plywood disguised as solid oak with careful varnish and detail work, and its antique hinges bore a patina of artfully applied tarnish.

  It awaited a corpse. White funeral satin lined the inside of the box, quilted and yellowed with age.

  “We sourced the satin from a vintage shop over on Bonneville,” Bentley said.

  He was pleased with his handiwork. I couldn’t blame him. If I hadn’t known better, I would have believed this was some dusty artifact, lost for years in a storage locker. My fingers ran over the buttons in the quilting, feeling for a hidden catch.

  A button turned between my fingertips. The satin-lined panel swung open on a concealed hinge. Beyond the false bottom awaited a tiny, unadorned space, cruelly thin.

  “Can you even fit in there?” David asked, looking on with his hands on his hips.

  “Going to find out,” I said. I stepped into the compartment, so narrow I’d have to turn my head and feet sideways to fit. Bentley stepped up to seal me in.

  “The release catch is by your left hand,” he said and waited until I’d found it.

  He shut the lid and we tested it, twice, just to be safe. The mechanics were sound. There were plenty of ways to hide a body in a substitution trunk, like the one Marcel had stolen in Boston; most amounted, one way or another, to playing games with a viewer’s depth perception and concealing a compartment for some hapless, scantily clad assistant to hide in before the big reveal.

  The tightness in my gut against the wood reminded me that I was a long way from the size of a scantily clad assistant. Same principle, though. All we’d done was build a standard sub trunk with a standing-coffin shape, to make it look like a different trick. Any professional magician’s stagehand would know it at a glance.

  I was gambling—my life, just for starters—that Fleiss wouldn’t. My recon trip to Northlight had left me with one obstacle I couldn’t crack: the vault on the penthouse floor. I wouldn’t be able to guess the door code, wouldn’t have the time or the tools to drill my way in. That left me with one desperate solution.

  David handed me Canton’s top hat. It nestled in the crevice at my side, collapsed nearly pancake-flat for the trip ahead.

  “One Trojan horse coming right up,” I said. “Seal me in and hit the road.”

  




  
  





36.


  
  I thought I was prepared for the ordeal ahead of me. Not even close.

  The second lid swung shut under Bentley’s reluctant hand and locked with a metallic click. I stood squeezed between two hard sheets of plywood, pinned so tight I couldn’t take a deep breath. My lungs swelled halfway and then stopped, frozen by the walls of wood. Shallow breaths made my pulse race faster, made me want to breathe deeper, a cycle of sudden anxiety that fed itself like a perpetual-motion furnace.

  Sweat broke out on my face, soaking my shirt, the tiny space trapping the Vegas heat and baking me alive. A bead trickled down my temple and my cheek, tickling, leaving a burning itch in its wake. My arms were pinned at my sides. No way to scratch, no way to move at all. Now I was itching between my shoulders, all along my legs, like ants were marching in prickly waves across my skin.

  I had to focus. If I didn’t focus, I was going to die here.

  My left hand, down at my side, pressed the hard bulge in my hip pocket. My fingertips traced the curve of Canton’s pocket watch.

  Muffled, distant, I heard the sound of breaking glass. A burglar alarm squalled once, then died, whining into deflated silence. Boots tromped against the hardwood floor.

  Now, I told the watch. Nothing happened.

  The outer lid of the cabinet creaked open on its artfully distressed hinges. “There it is,” said a man’s voice.

  “Yeah, but…what’s it do?” another asked.

  “It’s…well…it’s the Sunrise Majestic. I mean, everybody knows that. It’s famous.”

  “Quiet,” Fleiss snapped.

  I wasn’t alone in my shallow prison. An alien consciousness probed at the edges of my mind as Fleiss’s hands and her power both searched the cabinet for any signs of a trick. I focused on the watch and my trapped, shallow breath. Faces flickered through my mind: my friends, my family, everyone counting on me to survive and bring Canton’s relics home. I thought about Ada.

  My heartbeat slowed. My heartbeat stopped. With a final thunderous tick of the watch, a crashing cymbal only I could hear, my body died.

  Fleiss’s presence passed over me, then through me, and pulled away.

  “Bring in a dolly and wheel it to the truck,” she said. “Carefully. Not one scratch, or you won’t enjoy the consequences.”

  I was weightless, hoisted up in the air, and I heard one of the men grunt.

  “Goddamn, this thing is heavy.”

  “It’s oak,” one of the others said. “My wife’s got a solid oak hutch. Smaller than this, and the thing weighs three hundred pounds. Lift with your knees.”

  Five minutes later I was flat on my back, listening to the groan of a diesel engine as the road rumbled against my shoulders. I held very still.

  The stillness merged with the thrumming of the tires and I sank into the vibrations. I felt like I was slowly drifting out of my own skin, like I’d slip loose and tumble free, through the cabinet, through the truck bed, down below the road and deep into the quiet core of the earth. I caught myself, mental fingers scrabbling to keep hold.

  The truck jolted to a stop, bumping my head against the top of the cabinet. The little shock of pain was good for me. It kept me sharp. I felt Fleiss’s men lifting my coffin, unintentional pallbearers, and ferry me for about fifteen feet in their wobbly grip. Then I was on a solid surface again and listening to the rising roar of a private jet’s engine.

  My ears popped as we lifted into the sky, pressure building in my sinuses. And the vibrations of the plane pulled at me again, a gentle but relentless tug. Maybe it was the confinement, the fear, the shortness of breath from my oxygen-starved lungs, but I thought I heard a voice. Felt it, more than heard it, calling to me from a dark and shining horizon.

  Why do you linger? it asked. That body is dead. It will rot and feed the world and you have no place there anymore. Come away. Come away.

  Canton’s Hibernation was a short-term disguise. I doubted Louise had ever tried using it for more than ten minutes at a time, just long enough to pull off her milk-jug escape and prepare her future incarnation to use it against the Enemy’s senses. I was going on nearly two hours now. The perfect illusion of death could fool anyone, even my own soul. I clung tight to myself, my senses, my identity, dangling above a chasm. There were rocks below in the dark, rocks that would dash me to pieces if I let go.

  A fresh fear joined the rest, forming a siren chorus. What if I hadn’t fooled Fleiss? She’d been deceived and manipulated by the Enemy, but she wasn’t stupid, far from it. If she sensed me hiding in the cabinet, then pretending she hadn’t noticed—and delivering me to the Enemy, gift-wrapped and ready to die—would be the natural choice.

  And I wouldn’t know until we arrived at the heart of Northlight Tower, cut off from any hope of a rescue.

  I couldn’t play the what-if game. There wasn’t enough breath in my lungs to waste any on maybes. I dug my fingernails into the plywood against my back. The rough sensation was a distraction from the itching, the sweat, the heat, the claustrophobic and devouring darkness. A tiny one, but I’d take anything I could get. Anything to help me hold it together until the end of the line.

  *     *     *

  The jet came down rough in Seattle, bouncing me against the plywood sheets as the wheels slapped the runway, rose up, then bounced back down again. The engine screamed in my ears. We’d barely stopped when the cargo bay door dropped open with a clang. Time went fuzzy around the edges, and I still felt the vibrations of the plane long after they’d hauled the cabinet out and loaded it onto another truck.

  There was a slow drift upward in a cargo elevator. Then a long, shivering silence, before two voices broke the stillness.

  “Beautiful,” the Enemy purred.

  “I brought it just for you,” Fleiss said.

  I felt them both, looming just on the other side of my hiding space. Two black suns, throbbing with malevolent power, and nothing between us but a quarter inch of cheap wood and quilted satin.

  “But you didn’t bring me Faust,” he replied.

  Her voice went tight.

  “He…escaped from custody before we landed in Nevada, my lord. There was nothing I could have done.”

  “Excuses,” he muttered, his voice muffled by the wood. “Nothing is more tedious. Or pathetic.”

  “I—” she started. Whatever she was going to say next, she stumbled over the words, going silent for one heartbeat too long. “I apologize, my lord.”

  The Enemy was silent too for a moment, reflective.

  “This,” he said, “does please me, though.”

  I heard a static rustling sound, his voice fading a bit as he moved away from the cabinet.

  “Imagine. Wasting an entire lifetime tinkering with these little toys, thinking they’d give her an advantage against me.” He raised his voice. “You aren’t smart, Louise. Not very smart at all, are you?”

  “If I may—” Fleiss said.

  “How many of her incarnations have I killed, Fleiss? How many, on how many worlds?”

  “I…wouldn’t venture to guess.”

  “Not this time. No, not this time. She thought she was going to end me for good?” His voice arced to a half-mad shout. “You aren’t smart, Louise! Not like me. No. I’ve learned from my mistakes. Things are going to be different this time.”

  “My lord? I hate to interrupt, but if I may remind you, you do have a meeting.”

  “Hmm?” he said, jolted from his reverie.

  “Mr. Smith is waiting for you in the conference room on thirty-four. He’s brought an olive branch from the Network and, one hopes, an explanation for the recent…irregularities.”

  “Oh? Oh. Of course. Accompany me, would you? I’ll come back when we’re done. I’d like to spend a little…personal time with my new acquisition.”

  A door whispered shut. Then silence. I counted backward from twenty and when I hit zero, I yanked my fingers away from the husk of Canton’s pocket watch.

  My veins were on fire. I tried to buck, to inhale, but the tight wood trapped me. I fumbled at the release latch, fingers slipping, caught it—

  —the hidden compartment slammed open and I crashed to a hard white ceramic floor, my eyes wide, gulping down air like a newborn baby. My knees buckled, arms and legs seizing up with muscle cramps, and I rolled onto my side as I rubbed life back into the burning tissue one flare-up at a time. Slowly the waves of agony receded and color returned to the world. I was here. Alive.

  And alone, inside one of the Enemy’s personal vaults.

  I pushed myself to my feet, unsteady, and reached for Canton’s top hat. I held it by the brim and gave it a shake. The collapsed hat sprang to its full height, glossy black and ready to help put on a show. I had just the routine in mind.

  It was a vanishing act.
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  The walls of the vault, as I’d expected, were reinforced against anyone cutting or drilling their way inside. I watched my hazy reflection, a carnival fun-house blur, waver across sheets of stainless steel. White marble pedestals ringed the room, each one bearing a red velvet pillow, each pillow bearing a stolen treasure. All but two by the door, empty and expectant; I figured those were waiting for Canton’s wand and hat. The door itself had a bank-vault-style wheel lock. It held the reinforced door securely shut, but it was never intended to keep someone on the inside from getting out.

  I studied the room while I weighed the conversation I’d just overheard. I wasn’t sure what bothered me more: the fact that the Enemy was even more of a raving lunatic than I had realized, that despite my best efforts Fleiss was still firmly under his spell, or that they were both on their way to meet with Mr. Smith, a Network agent who I had personally shot right between the eyes. He looked dead enough the last time I saw him.

  If I got the chance before I left Northlight Tower, I’d kill him again and make it stick. First things first, though. I was surrounded by Louise Canton’s legacy, a treasure trove of devices handcrafted and designed to ensure the Enemy’s final demise.

  I had no idea how any of them worked.

  For that matter, I wasn’t sure why he’d kept any of this stuff around instead of tossing it all into the nearest furnace. If someone created an artifact designed for the express purpose of killing me, smashing it to pieces and then melting those pieces to slag would be at the top of my to-do list. Instead, the Enemy built a museum. I supposed I could chalk it up to an out-of-control ego—you could chalk most things in life up to somebody’s out-of-control ego—but I had a nagging suspicion there was more to it than that.

  And I didn’t like how he talked about Canton. Like he had a bigger plan, this time around, than fighting the Paladin and starting the story’s cycle all over again.

  I scooped up a pair of brass linking rings from the closest velvet pillow. Something roused against my fingertips, a wary and cold spark of magic warming to my touch. Cagey and distant, but there. The Chinese linking rings were one of the most time-honored, classic, and boring tricks in stage magic history. I hoped the Paladin didn’t have to go into battle with these; win or lose, that’d just be embarrassing.

  I held the brim of Canton’s top hat with my other hand, turned it upside down, and slid the rings inside. They sank into the hat, tapped the satin—and then slid through. My wrist followed them in, then my arm, enveloped by a sensation like warm pudding and then icy, airless cold.

  Canton had enchanted some sort of dimensional pocket into her top hat, a secure hiding place for her wand when she was preparing to face Damien Ecko. I’m pretty sure she never intended it to be used as a loot sack. Then again, she never anticipated me, either. A sturdy cotton rope with a knot tied on one end was the next relic into the hat. Then a trio of steel cups and a squishy red foam ball. I recognized a vintage poster on the wall from David’s own collection, stolen when Fleiss hit his museum the first time around. I took it down, popped it free from the frame, rolled it up, and slid it into the hat lengthwise.

  All the while I was giving sidelong glances to the substitution trunk that Marcel stole in Boston, sitting in a place of pride at the heart of the room. That wasn’t going to fit. I had no way of getting the thing out with me, which left one crucial decision: leave it behind, or wreck it? If the Enemy had found some means of perverting Canton’s relics to his own ends, I’d be leaving a potentially powerful piece of magic under his control. On the other hand, if I set the thing on fire or took an ax to it, I could be ruining a key piece of Canton’s original plan.

  I stared at an Arabian brass lamp, plucking it from its pillow, and gave it a wistful rub with my thumb.

  “I don’t suppose you want to provide some insight here?” I asked it. “Anything? Any guidance at all?”

  The lamp refused to offer up any advice. Or a genie, for that matter. I stuck it in the hat.

  The last of the stolen relics—a set of trick coins, hollow silver Peace Dollars stamped in 1927—joined the lamp and the rest. The top hat spun in my hands, almost weightless, and I put it on with a flourish. Then I took hold of the vault door’s wheel, stiff under my hands, and tugged it into motion.

  The trunk could stay. I wanted to make a clean sweep, but I still didn’t know the full scope of Louise Canton’s master plan or how all of this gear was supposed to take the Enemy down. Leaving the trunk in play might not have been the safest choice, but it felt like the smartest move I could make. Everything else in the vault was coming with me.

  “For my next trick,” I said as the door swung wide, whispering on its oiled hinges, “the murder and reincarnation of Marcel Deschamps.”

  So far, the plan was good. The plan was holding. I’d smuggled myself into the Enemy’s vault and rounded up his artifact collection; all I had to do now was go down one floor, put Marcel out of his misery, and make my getaway. Teddy and Pecos should be quietly blending in near the lobby, waiting to put their part of the heist into motion. Meanwhile, assuming everybody was on schedule, Caitlin and Jennifer would be staging the last part of the plan at the far edge of the city. We’d all gone over the fine details, rehearsed as much as we could, and we knew our jobs.

  Which didn’t explain why I turned right instead of left, heading in the opposite direction of the elevator banks.

  This was my one and only shot at piercing the mysteries of Northlight Tower. Once the Enemy came back and found his ransacked vault, the counterfeit cabinet and its secret compartment, he’d know exactly how he’d been hit. And exactly who hit him. He’d probably double his security, at least. Zero chance I’d ever be able to slip in under his nose a second time. Still wouldn’t matter, under normal circumstances; the prospect of wandering the halls and running straight into the Enemy, or Ms. Fleiss, was all the motivation I needed to get the hell out of here.

  But thanks to what I’d overheard, I knew exactly where they both were. In a conference room three floors below. No telling how long the meeting with Smith would last, but I assumed they had a lot to talk about. Enough that I could risk a few minutes—five, maybe—and poke a little deeper.

  I regretted my decision almost immediately. The farther I walked, the less sense the penthouse floor made. Corridors doubled back onto themselves, branching in impossible intersections. Beige and blue and sunflower yellow warred at every turn, as if the floor had been formed by a half dozen office buildings colliding in a dimensional nexus. Mismatched office chairs lined the wall outside a door marked “Waiting Room.” Beyond the door was an identical hall with identical chairs. And through it all, not a single living soul. Just me, a mouse in a lunatic’s maze.

  Double doors silently opened onto a reception area, shadowy under amber-tinted lights. A stone fountain burbled on a receptionist’s curved desk, and more rows of seats—some canvas, some leather, a few rickety aluminum folding chairs—sat vacant. A chemical tang hung in the air, like the fluoride smell of a dentist’s office.

  The receptionist had a plastic smile and blank eyes, like painted glass. “Can I help you?” she asked.

  I had an idea where the windowless doors beside her desk would take me. Not anywhere I wanted to go. All the same, if I didn’t take a peek, I knew I’d wonder what I might have found there. I’d never get an opportunity like this again.

  “Dropping off a sales report from Mr. Blue,” I said. I strode toward the door, unstoppable, a model of smooth confidence. Inside, I was bracing for a fight.

  She didn’t even notice that my hands were empty. “Okay,” she said and went back to smiling blankly at the wall.

  The door yawned onto darkness. I let it fall shut behind me, sealing me in.

  




  
  





38.


  
  I clicked the light on my phone.

  It was an office. The office, with a sleek glass desk and a high-backed executive chair. Floor-to-ceiling windows would have offered a billion-dollar view of the Seattle skyline but they’d all been blacked out, coated in onyx paint. The darkness around me was a hungry thing, devouring the glow of my phone, swallowing sound. My footsteps were silent on the thin black carpet, like I was walking on an alien moon. All I could hear was the steady drumbeat of my own pulse.

  I circled the desk. Antique tarot cards lay in a horseshoe spread on the glass. I couldn’t divine anything from their pattern; it was a mishmash of predictions, jumbled futures, and what-ifs. Beside them was a book. Thick, with heavy and yellowed pages between blank hard covers. I opened it.

  I meant to start from the beginning. My hand disobeyed me. I opened the book somewhere around the halfway point, my fingers ruffling the pages like they knew exactly where to go.

  It was a play.

  My light fell upon stage instructions in crisp type. When I saw my own name on the page, somehow I wasn’t even surprised. Everything about this felt normal, natural.

  DANIEL FAUST stands in the ENEMY’S inner sanctum, it read. As he follows the stage instructions, he suddenly realizes exactly what he has discovered.

  The rest of the page—the rest of the book, as far as I could tell—was blank. Then it hit me. Fresh text appeared on the page as if an invisible typewriter was hard at work.

  FAUST: It’s the reliquary.

  I whispered the words, reading them from the page. Or the page typed them out as I spoke them. Everything was happening at once.

  Faust has found the vessel of the Enemy’s essence, the narrative continued. Is the play documenting events as they unfold, or is it dictating them, weaving reality to suit its needs? He isn’t certain. He only knows, with the fearful instinct of a prey animal in the presence of an apex predator, that this is the most powerful magic he has ever witnessed. His pulse quickens.

  “You’re not the boss of me,” I muttered.

  It wasn’t wrong, though. I could hear my own heartbeat in the heavy silence, a war drum echoing in my ears. Faster now, as my mouth went dry.

  His immediate instinct is to burn the book. Of course, just as quickly, he realizes that such an attempt would be fruitless.

  “Yeah, have to figure he’d have warded this thing against—” I paused as my own words spilled out on the page, a fresh line of dialogue.

  
    FAUST: Yeah, have to figure he’d have warded this thing against—stop that. That. Stop doing that. Stop writing down everything I say.
  

  I gave up. So did the open page, until a fresh suspicion loomed in the back of my mind. More type blossomed under my phone’s beam of light.

  Then it hits him. This is no mere receptacle, a system of locks to keep the Enemy’s power safe. The reliquary, the play, is a sentient being.

  When the Enemy knew he was about to be banished, he stashed away as much of his magic as he could, trusting Fleiss to keep it safe until he found a way to bust out. It only occurred to me now that he’d lost more than a few spells in the process. The Enemy wasn’t even a man: he was a shadow negative, the flickering, erratic outline of a human being with nothing but a pearly white smile. I’d assumed, wrongly, that it was his natural state.

  “You’re…him, aren’t you?” I said to the book. “Not just his magic. Parts of his mind, his personality, even his body. No wonder he’s so damn crazy. He’s incomplete.”

  The reliquary holds its silence, read a new line of type.

  All the more reason to stop him from putting himself back together. As it was, the Enemy could twist reality, rewrite history, play with the laws of physics. He was limited by range—he had to get his spectral claws on somebody to alter their past, and the space-warping weirdness of the penthouse floor hadn’t leaked to the tower below—but at his full potential there was no telling what he’d be capable of.

  “Tell me this much,” I said. “How’d he figure out what Louise Canton was up to? And why is he hanging on to her artifacts instead of destroying them?”

  Faust reflects, the play said, on the possibility that Canton worked with people who knew her secrets. Stagehands, an assistant or two. One of those people may have kept a diary, which found its way into the Enemy’s hands.

  I could see it happening. Didn’t mean I necessarily believed it, though. “What about his Canton museum? Why hang on to magical relics that are designed to kill him? Don’t tell me it’s just his ego.”

  Faust considers the role of the ego when it comes to occult operations. A strong sense of self is often the only thing that keeps a mortal mind from fracturing into splinters when exposed to reality-altering magic.

  Not an answer. Not wrong, but not an answer. Before I could muster another question, type unfolded on the page. Fresh directions for me to follow.

  Faust thinks he knows who the current incarnation of the Paladin is. He pictures her in his mind’s eye.

  No. My gut clenched. I threw up a brick wall, blanking my thoughts. When the Enemy returned to his office, he’d read every word of this. This wasn’t just a reliquary. It was a trap, and I’d walked right into it.

  He pictures her name, the play commanded.

  I cursed at the page and my words became a line of dialogue. Or it gave me my line and I parroted it out loud. I was swept up in the wave of black ink, on the page instead of reading it, a character in the Enemy’s play. I thought about walls, about the blue glow of a dead television channel. I filled my mental ears with the memory of hissing static.

  He is remembering her face and her voice, the play wrote, and he pictures her name.

  There is nothing harder, in the entire world, than trying not to imagine something. The perversity of our minds demands it. And in a heartbeat, in one faltering second of will, I knew what I’d done. The evidence of my treason unfolded before my eyes.

  
    Ada Lovelace Canton
  

  
    Harmony Black
  

  Faust believes that one of these women is the Paladin. In truth, they may both be innocent, but the possibility alone is enough to seal their fates. He has betrayed these women. And when they die, their blood will be on his hands.

  “Fuck you,” I said. “You know, I’ve got a real easy way to keep you from snitching.”

  His plan is obvious, the page read. He will steal the reliquary and take it with him. Before he shuts the cover, though, he realizes that won’t work. The reliquary is a fixed point in the multiverse, existing on multiple parallel Earths, absorbing and harnessing the very powers of creation. It is stronger than the Enemy himself, older than the Enemy, and it is fully capable of defending itself from harm.

  “What are you going to do?” I said. “Give me a paper cut?”

  The reliquary will be forced to defend itself, it replied.

  “And if you could do that, you would have already done it. I’m calling your bluff. Let’s go.”

  I slammed the cover shut, scooped the book up under my arm, and charged out of the office. The glassy-eyed receptionist didn’t say a word.

  I found an access stairwell. Unlocked, no alarm. I took the stairs all the way down, three floors to the street. A battered utility door opened onto a side alley. I burst out, heart pounding, my prize in hand. I’d gotten away clean.

  I forced myself to slow things down. Walking casual, blending in, making my way toward the riverfront. A gossamer mist clung to the water tonight. The air smelled of salt and diesel fumes. Up ahead rose the towering limestone bend of the Stettle Arch. Both moons were blooming tonight, one full and ice blue, the other a bone-white curve in the starless sky.

  I’d gotten away clean, but a nagging sense of worry dogged my footsteps. Something was wrong. I just couldn’t put my finger on it.

  




  
  





Tangerine.


  
  I took the bullet train home. The Argisene Grimoire was stowed away in my carry-on bag, and customs didn’t give me a second glance. I wasn’t tempted to read the thing; the grimoire had a long, sordid history of madness and death, and I didn’t feel like joining that particular party. Whatever the client wanted it for, that was his business. Getting paid was mine.

  Noir York City was where I rested my head. Deep in the cyclopean caverns of Oswald Heights, under endless ribbons of skyway concrete and the black, roiling storm clouds. You couldn’t see the moons from here on a good night, and it was never a good night in this burg.

  My office was on the eighty-third floor of a building that forgot its own name around the same time it forgot to pay the janitors: a long, long time ago. Black block letters on the pebbled glass let my visitors know the score. Danielle Faust Investigations, it read. Private Inquiries, Occult Consultations, Discretion Assured.

  That was for the friendly visitors. For the rest, I had a bloodthorn sigil etched into the doorframe, a line of brick dust across the threshold, and a sawed-off shotgun taped to the underbelly of my desk.

  I clicked on the lights and caught a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror by the door. Tired. Mostly tired. Still, I didn’t look half bad for a dame pushing forty. I wore a long blazer over my corset top, fishnets with a leather skirt, and boots that could kick a man when he was down and make him beg for more. Chestnut bangs poked out under the brim of my top hat. A tarot card nestled in the hat’s deep purple band: the Tower, my personal favorite. I figured the art of a fortress crumbling in a cataclysm was ample warning for anyone who might get too close to me.

  I needed two things, whiskey and cocaine. I was all out of whiskey. I stashed the spell book in my safe, where it would sit until the client called me back. Then I tossed my hat onto the rack by the door and tapped out a line of neon-green powder on my desk blotter.

  I tried to keep my eyes off the bulletin board. It was dressed in old glories, faded newspaper clippings I kept around to torture myself over times gone by. Magic Detective Unmasks Cabal, one read. Another blared, Psychic Shocker! Hero Cop Battles Ghosts at Museum of Industry!

  Better days.

  And better lays, I thought, my gaze drifting to the framed hologram on the edge of the cluttered credenza. Me and Connor, out on a night stroll across the Cornelius Bridge. I was leaning back in his strong, muscular arms, and he flashed the camera his Irish rogue smile. I should have known it wouldn’t work out for long. I drank bourbon, he drank blood. Still, it was only a matter of time before I got wasted enough for a two-in-the-morning phone call, and we’d be in my bed or his by three. Might as well get it over with. I wondered what he’d give me first: a climax or a deep sense of regret.

  “The shit I put up with,” I muttered, reaching for the desk phone. It rang before I touched it. “Faust Investigations.”

  “It’s Harding,” said the gruff voice on the other end. “You in town?”

  A phone call from the chief of police was never good. A phone call from the chief of police after midnight was even worse.

  “I might be.”

  “I might have a job, then.”

  “Are you asking in my capacity as a private investigator,” I said, “in my capacity as a state-licensed de-animator, or in my capacity as the prima domina of the Sanctum Rouge?”

  That threw his stride. “Do…I have to choose one?”

  No. But when you’re a magic detective, it helps to lay your credentials on the table right up front. I didn’t want Earl forgetting who he was dealing with, especially when we got around to discussing my fee.

  “Talk to me,” I said.

  “There was a breakout at Corum Asylum earlier tonight—”

  “Of course there was.” I leaned over my desk blotter, chopping the green powder with a razor blade and making a nice, tight line. “Might want to fix that revolving door.”

  “Trigger Mortis and Damsel escaped. Now we’ve got a hostage situation on our hands.”

  “Trigger doesn’t take hostages. He takes heads.”

  “Him we’ve got cornered across town. It’s Damsel. She’s at Wonder Pier, and my guys can’t get anywhere near her. You need to save those people.”

  I shoved my chair back. No rest for the wicked.

  *     *     *

  “You aren’t supposed to be here,” Damsel cooed at me.

  She had long wispy mermaid hair, spun like gold, and kaleidoscope eyes. Baby-blue fractals whirled and broke inside her irises like the fragments of her own waylaid sanity. We faced off under the Ferris wheel, a monument of violet and wasp-yellow neon that ignited the black waters off the pier. She’d made a couple of new friends. They were huddled and shaking, clutching each other, sitting on the boardwalk with their backs to a shuttered concession stand. She didn’t have to tie them up; they were too afraid to try to run.

  “You know what?” I said. “You’re right. I just came back from a long trip, I’m tired, and I have dinner waiting at home. And by ‘dinner’ I mean cocaine. You need to let these people go. Then you need to go back to the hospital.”

  “I don’t like cocaine,” she said.

  Good. Meaning she wasn’t on any. When Damsel did coke, people around her had a habit of vibrating until their skin burst open. I still wasn’t sure what she’d scored this time around. There were pink elephants whirling through the air by the police cordon, holding the cops back, and I kept seeing sparkles and glowing pink trails at the corners of my vision. I hoped it wasn’t acid. The only thing worse than a bad acid trip was standing at ground zero when Damsel’s brain gave her hallucinations teeth, claws, and hunger. This I knew from personal experience.

  And I still couldn’t shake the feeling of trouble on my heels. Tonight had gone smooth as silk until now, but a stray thought banged around the back of my skull like a fly trying to get out through a closed window. Something is very wrong here.

  “You’re scaring these people,” I said. “You don’t want to scare anyone, do you?”

  She never wanted to, not intentionally. The problem with Damsel wasn’t talking her down; it was doing it before she managed to break her victims’ brains beyond repair. My brow was wet and sticky and the aroma of spicy cinnamon wreathed my head like a tainted halo; I’d inscribed the lesser banishing hexagon of Malkuth on my forehead with anointing oil to keep her out of my head while I worked.

  Faust considers the role of the ego when it comes to occult operations. A strong sense of self is often the only thing that keeps a mortal mind from fracturing into splinters when exposed to reality-altering magic.

  I frowned. Where had that thought come from? Sounded like something from one of my books, back at the office, but I couldn’t place it. I knew it was something I’d read recently, though.

  “I discovered something tonight,” Damsel said. She leaned back, her hair flowing in a cold and salt-tinged wind. “I’m a psychopomp. That’s a conductor. Not a choo-choo conductor, though.”

  I knew the meaning of the word, of course. A guide for dead souls. All the same, it registered wrong, like that wasn’t what she meant. More words flitted through my mind, joining my sense of disquiet. Paladin, Enemy, Witch, Knight, Psychopomp, Thief—

  Thief.

  Damsel was wearing ballet slippers with her hospital gown. No idea who she stole them from. She stood en pointe, heels arched high, and raised one wobbly arm above her head.

  “You’re displaced.” She spun into a sleepy, loping pirouette. “You don’t even know how you got here, do you?”

  Of course I did. I’d gotten the call from the chief, then I’d…

  …it was a blur. I had hung up the phone, grabbed my hat on my way out, and found myself staring into Damsel’s kaleidoscope eyes. Not the first time that had happened tonight. The bullet train home from Stettle was more of a vague impression than a solid memory.

  She froze in mid-twirl, bent back impossibly far, one leg extended as she balanced on the toes of a single foot. Our eyes locked.

  “Who are you?” she asked me.

  That was easy. I was…names. Names cascaded through my mind, spilling like stray pages from an overstuffed binder. Billowing around me, spinning in a chaotic whirlwind. I grabbed at them, my fingers snatching nothing but air.

  
    a strong sense of self is often the only thing
  

  Where had I been? I remembered a dark office, no lights, the book I’d been paid to snatch lying out in plain sight. Who was the client? I couldn’t remember taking the job. I couldn’t remember yesterday.

  
    that keeps a mortal mind from fracturing into splinters
  

  This wasn’t my city. This wasn’t my anything. I was coming apart, colors at the corners of my eyes stretching, smearing like oil paint. This wasn’t Damsel’s doing. It was me, the lack of me, the nothing I was below the surface.

  
    when exposed to reality-altering magic
  

  I needed something familiar to latch on to, a life preserver in the tempest. I remembered talking to Melanie. (Melanie? Who the hell was Melanie?) “Sex appeal is easy,” I told her, then tapped the side of my head. “Ego appeal is powerful.”

  Ego could mean sense of self. Ego could mean conceit. I didn’t consider myself a conceited woman, maybe a little vain about my image, but—

  There it was. The chaos wave broke on a shore of crystal clarity. I almost laughed. It was something I’d said once in a careless moment of bravado and the name had chased me ever since, a constant irritation. In the end, that irritation had dug deep enough under my psychic skin to follow me across the wheel of worlds. I’d traveled light-years with a pebble in my shoe.

  “I know exactly who I am,” I told her. “I’m…the guy.”

  




  
  





40.


  
  I blasted through the office doors, cradling my prize under my arm.

  In the wrong direction. I hadn’t left the Enemy’s darkened lair. I’d returned to it. I jolted to a stop in mid-run, resting one palm against the glass desk while I caught my breath. My heart was pounding in a mad stampede and my hands shook as I slapped the book down. I ripped the cover open.

  Paper fluttered, opening to the exact spot where I’d left off. Fresh stage directions appeared on the half-filled page.

  FAUST returns to his original body, it read, and as his senses come back to him, he is gifted with two realizations. Firstly, the reliquary will not allow itself to be taken from this room. Secondly, he has no idea how much time has passed in his own world. The meeting downstairs may be ending or already over. The Enemy may be on his way back upstairs even as he reads these very words.

  Faust must run, or die.

  So I ran. Through the labyrinth, doubling back and following corridors that bent and overlapped, only vague memory to guide me. They weren’t the same hallways. The Enemy’s lair rearranged itself by deranged whim. I wondered how much of it was due to his reality-bending experiments and how much was caused by the presence of the reliquary, like radiation seeping from a nuclear reactor.

  A reliquary that, thanks to my screwup, had Ada’s and Harmony’s names. All I could do now was get out of here, fast, and warn them both before Fleiss and a kill team kicked their doors in. Asshole, I thought. Enough. I could beat myself up about it later, on my own time. Right now I had a hat full of stolen relics and a job to finish.

  I found the elevators. I hit the down button and hid around the corner, lurking out of sight until the doors rumbled open on an empty glass cage. The coast was clear, for the moment. I still had a little time before the Enemy returned. Maybe just enough time.

  I took the elevator down to thirty-six. Into room 3603, through the dangling plastic tarp, embraced by the soft crooning of a Perry Como tune on the vintage radio. Marcel’s sterile prison was just the way I’d left it, with his shrunken and mutilated body lying still under a gauzy tent. The impossible window had changed; instead of Paris, now it looked out over the Seattle skyline, with the first stains of a dirty orange sunset on the horizon.

  My fingers brushed the stiff cardboard train ticket, nestled in my shirt pocket. Hope. In a few minutes I’d either be free of the Thief’s curse and the cycle of the first story, or I wouldn’t be.

  “Do you know who I am?” I asked Marcel.

  His scarred, puckered face gave a little twitch. No. He had no idea. I wondered if he even knew who he was, or why the Enemy had done this to him. I pulled back the plastic flap of his tent so I could look straight in his one good eye.

  “I want you to know this isn’t personal,” I told him. “Another time, another place, we might have worked together. I could have learned a thing or two.”

  The corner of his mouth, a pinwheel of twisted burn tissue, shivered. He was trying to talk. Just two words, and I read them on his lips as his breath wheezed out: do it.

  I snatched the pillow from under his head, pressed it against his face, and shoved down with both hands.

  He bucked under me. The gnarled stump of his arm pushed feebly at my chest, trying to force me back. It doesn’t matter how badly a man wants to die: self-preservation is a primal instinct. I leaned in, putting all my weight into the job. The nubs of his amputated legs hammered the hospital bed, a desperate frenzy as his air ran out and his brain began to starve.

  His body heaved under me, twice. Then he went limp.

  I wasn’t sure what I was expecting. A sensation, a sign, something to show that either the curse had lifted or that it was still with me. I felt exactly the same. Time would have to tell, at least until we figured out a way to be certain.

  Marcel was light, for dead weight. Losing most of his limbs had done that. I heaved his corpse over my shoulder and lugged him to the closet. Then I dumped him inside and shut the door, leaving him in the dark.

  Funny how things worked out.

  Marcel Deschamps had been the greatest cat burglar in the world once. Then he took the wrong job from the wrong man and this was the end of his story: mutilated, broken, smothered, and dead, dumped to rot in a broom closet. Then again, if he was the professional I imagined he was, he knew that pulling one last job and retiring to a tropical beach only happens in the movies. Getting into the life means signing up for the whole ride: the highs, the lows, and the short hard drop at the very end.

  When my time was up, I’d probably end up facedown in a ditch somewhere. If I were lucky, I wouldn’t see it coming.

  I went back to the elevators, rode down one more floor, and stepped into a quiet alcove. My phone finally had a signal. I sent a quick text to Teddy: OK?

  In position, he replied. Good. One last step. I called the front desk.

  “Thank you for calling Northlight,” the receptionist said. “How may I direct your call?”

  “I have planted two bombs somewhere inside your building. They detonate in twenty minutes. Good luck.”

  I was on the elevator back to the thirty-sixth floor, coasting upward in a cage of glass, when the klaxon of a fire alarm split the air.

  They had procedures for this sort of thing. No time to ask questions, no time to investigate: the Enemy’s handpicked “jaguar teams” would be scrambling into position, ready to evacuate Marcel and the Canton relics. I was scrambling too, back to the sterile prison, clambering into Marcel’s empty bed. I pulled the thin, starchy sheets over my head and went fetal, flattening the top hat and clutching the brim against my chest.

  I listened for the stampede of steel-toed boots. They arrived with a radio squawk and a blast of panicked chatter riding on static.

  “—no, bomb squad and EMS are on their way, but they’re saying we need to clear the building—”

  “Is this a drill?” a gruff voice asked. “Can someone confirm?”

  Hands grabbed the sheets. They hoisted me into the air and onto the waiting gurney, my curled form shrouded under the tangled linens. Then I was moving, rolling fast down a hallway.

  “Doesn’t matter,” said another voice, shouting over the fire alarm’s electronic shriek. “We don’t have time to—”

  “Team one, team one,” blurted the walkie-talkie. “Confirm you have the patient?”

  A rough hand shook my shoulder through the sheets. I curled my legs tighter and played comatose.

  “On our way to extraction. Why?”

  “We have a problem on thirty-seven. The collection is gone.”

  “Repeat, Jaguar Two?”

  I heard the rumbling hiss of a freight elevator’s doors. The gurney’s wheels bucked against a bump in the floor.

  “—gone,” came the reply, washed out in a squeal of static. “We’re assuming Ms. Fleiss had it relocated, but we can’t get ahold of her—”

  “Jesus,” breathed a voice beside me. “If she didn’t—”

  “Not our problem. Stay focused.”

  The lobby acoustics caught the fire alarm and bounced it off the polished granite walls, adding a warbling echo to its ear-piercing wail. There were footsteps, moving fast, a swirling confusion of voices. The gurney rolled down a concrete ramp, turning hard. I smelled rotting trash, the stench of an overflowing dumpster.

  “Who the hell are you two?” a voice demanded. “Where’s Jim?”

  “Rotated out,” Teddy said, shouting over the alarm. “I don’t know, man, some kind of payroll screwup at the home office. Staff schedules got shuffled overnight and nobody knows why. Ms. Fleiss just told us to come down here and get the medevac prepped. That’s the patient, right? We’re supposed to drive him to off-site Alpha? No problem, we’ll take it from here.”

  “Should we call it in?” one of the guards asked. I could barely hear his partner’s response, his voice pitched low as they leaned over my huddled body.

  “You want to be standing here arguing if it turns out those bombs are real? Let’s get the hell out of here.” He turned back to Teddy, louder now. “You’ll take us to the off-site facility. Let’s go.”

  Double doors slammed shut, and the engine of an ambulance revved to life.

  *     *     *

  I played possum for a while. Long enough to chance a peek from under my swaddled sheets and get the lay of the land. The ambulance plowed through traffic with Pecos behind the wheel, hitting the siren and lights to clear a path at every intersection. This was a refit model, an oversize van converted to a medical unit, with no partition between the driver’s compartment and the back. Teddy sat beside Pecos up front, eyes forward, his fingers nervously drumming his lap. I could see why. We hadn’t planned for company, and the one jaguar-team guard I could see had a wheelgun on his hip big enough for bear hunting. His partner was somewhere behind me, and I had to assume he was carrying, too.

  The guard I could see was on his radio. A stream of nonstop chatter poured in, voices talking over each other.

  “—no, it wasn’t relocated, it’s gone. Gone as in stolen—”

  “—looking at the door right now. There’s no damage. I’m telling you, somebody had the access code—”

  “We are so screwed,” muttered the guard behind my gurney.

  “We did our jobs,” his partner said. “Not our problem.”

  I squirmed enough to ease my phone out of my pocket. Huddled tight, I shot off a quick text to Teddy: I’ve got this. Signal me when a hard turn is coming up.

  Through my narrow crack in the sheets, I saw him look at his phone. He showed the screen to Pecos.

  “Looks like smooth sailing, boys,” she said, breezy and casual. “We’re past the worst traffic, think I can speed us up a little.”

  “Team one,” said a familiar voice on the radio. “This is Fleiss. Report.”

  The guard in my sights put the radio to his lips. “Yes, ma’am. We’re with the replacement driver, en route to off-site Alpha with the patient. Everything’s fine here, over.”

  “What replacement driver?”

  “The one you…”

  He trailed off, staring at Pecos and Teddy. His hand slowly dropped to his holster.

  Pecos wrenched the wheel and stomped on the brakes. The ambulance veered down a side road and I rolled with the turn, tumbling off the gurney and slamming into the guard. I pulled him down with me, both of us hitting the floor. His partner jumped on my back and hooked a beefy arm around my throat. I wrestled his buddy for the gun, grabbing his wrist, pounding his knuckles against the floor of the van until his skin split and he let go. Pecos hit the gas and the wheelgun went sliding, spinning out of reach.

  His partner hauled on my throat until black spots blossomed in my vision. I threw an elbow into his gut and he let go with a grunt, staggering back. The first guard only had eyes for the gun. He scrambled for it on his bloody hand, reaching, and another screeching right turn sent the three of us tumbling against the gurney. It fell hard and we crashed into it together, cold metal rattling my spine. I shook off the pain and threw a punch and the guard with the gun howled louder than the ambulance’s siren as his nose shattered. We clinched and his hot blood spattered across my cheek, painting the air in frenzied arcs.

  His buddy went for the defibrillator. I got turned around in the clinch, an arm hooking mine, yanking my wrist behind my back as he lunged in with the shock paddles high. I turned on my heel, threw all my weight into it, and shoved the guard with the busted nose. There was an electric pop and then he was down on the ground, flopping like a gutted fish as the ambulance filled with the stench of his empty bowels.

  A playing card leaped to my fingertips. A second later the other guard went down with a cherry-red line welling along his throat, a scalpel-perfect slice from ear to ear.

  I leaned against the wall as the ambulance swayed, catching my breath while I waited for the corpses to stop twitching. I was caked in sweat and another man’s blood, back muscles burning like they were on fire. I felt eyes on me. Pecos was watching the road, professional, disinterested in the carnage behind her. Teddy was staring, though. Staring at me like I was a stranger.

  This was the part of my job I never wanted him to see. Too late to take it back now.

  “They didn’t give me much of a choice,” I told him.

  “It’s not that,” he said.

  “What, then?”

  He looked to the bodies at my feet, then back to me.

  “You don’t…feel anything, do you?”

  I didn’t know what to tell him. I wasn’t going to lie to my brother, and the truth wouldn’t make him feel any better. I bent down and scooped up the fallen top hat. And the radio. Fleiss was on the air, demanding an update.

  “Hey there,” I said.

  She didn’t answer right away. Finally she came back on the air, her voice dripping with venom.

  “What did you do?”

  “I thought your boss’s collection of Canton memorabilia was really cool. So cool, in fact, that I decided to start my own. Thank him for the donation?”

  “Where,” she hissed, “is Marcel Deschamps?”

  “Check the closet in his room. If my hunch is right, Marcel just reincarnated as a newborn baby…somewhere, on any of a few thousand possible parallel worlds. Good luck finding him.”

  I only hoped I was telling the truth. According to the first story, the Thief is killed by his lover after a successful heist. Given the fact that I had a magical hat filled to the literal brim with Canton’s legacy, a host of relics intended to arm the Paladin and save the world, jobs didn’t get much more successful than this.

  She went silent for a while. The radio hissed, a roil of static.

  “My lord has a message for you,” she said.

  “I’m all ears.”

  “He says to thank you. For the Paladin’s name.”

  My sweat ran cold.

  “Maybe I was lying,” I said.

  “We’ll find out,” she said. “Won’t we?”

  After that, she had nothing left to say. Neither did I.

  The ambulance careened down a country road, leaving the city far behind. Out on the edge of nowhere, I opened the back doors and shoved the bodies out one at a time, watching them bounce and roll in the dirt. Night had fallen over us, pulling a dark blanket across the sky. It was rustic out here, peaceful, and we followed the rough bend of the road along a riverbank as it rose to a bridge.

  “Pecos?” I said, calling back over my shoulder as I watched the road behind us.

  “Yeah, Dan?”

  “I don’t want to question your navigation skills, but I don’t think this is the way to the rendezvous point.”

  “No, Dan,” Teddy said. “It sure isn’t.”

  I turned. Teddy had picked up the dead man’s revolver. It sat cradled in his hand. Easy, casual, and pointed right at me.
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  The ambulance pulled over to the side of the road, at the lip of a trestle bridge.

  “Teddy,” I said, “what…what is this?”

  He held the gun on me and nodded to the open back doors.

  “Overdue is what it is,” he said. “Out.”

  I got out. He came around and met me, and Pecos circled the other way. I couldn’t read her face. The three of us stood in the scarlet glow of the ambulance’s taillights, at the bridge’s edge. Cold waters ran below, burbling in the dark.

  Pecos reached into my jacket and took my deck of cards. She dropped them into the top hat.

  “And the wand,” Teddy said. “Don’t forget the wand.”

  I stared down the muzzle of the gun.

  “You sure you want that?” I asked him.

  He snickered. “C’mon, are you really trying to bluff me right now? I know all your tricks. And hers. Louise Canton’s wand won’t defend the person who wields it, remember? It only protects the innocent. And, uh…no innocent people here. Just us.”

  “Just us,” I said.

  I flexed my wrist and the wand dropped into my hand. No last-minute miracles; it was dormant, powerless as Pecos plucked it from my fingertips. She stepped back and stood at Teddy’s shoulder.

  “What did I tell you?” she said. “You shouldn’t take scores with blood in the mix. That’s a good way to get hurt.”

  “Getting stabbed in the back by you, that I could imagine.” I shook my head. “But my own brother? What are you doing, Teddy?”

  “Do you really think any of this happened by accident? Think about it. The Network approached the Enemy about an alliance. Never did make much sense, did it? Odd bedfellows. But then Elmer Donaghy cooked up his scheme to plant geas-roaches in a batch of politicians. A little subtle prodding and Mayor Seabrook hires Tall Pines Security to protect her from the threat. And lo and behold, your long-lost brother is freshly transferred and promoted, suddenly in the perfect place to come back into your life.”

  “Oh, that’s not the strange coincidence,” Pecos said, playing along. “The really strange coincidence is how that exact same company provides security at Northlight Tower. Almost guaranteeing that Daniel would approach his brother for help with the heist. That part confuses me, though.”

  “Oh?” Teddy said. “How so?”

  “Well, considering his brother would be in horrible danger, what kind of person would do that?”

  “The kind who uses people,” Teddy said, shooting me a look. “The kind who doesn’t care who gets hurt, as long as he gets what he wants.”

  I wagged an open hand, keeping them both up and visible.

  “Can I join in, or is this a conversation for two?”

  “Feel free,” he said.

  I saw how the pieces were landing. I didn’t like the pattern, but I couldn’t change the facts. Time to face them down.

  “You’re a Network agent,” I said. “You’re a fucking Network agent. This was about screwing over the Enemy and stopping him from burning down the worlds you’re trying to take over.”

  “Ooh.” Teddy winced. He gave Pecos a sidelong glance. “Check out Sherlock over here. Sorry, bro, swing and a miss. I answer to a higher power. See, you and me, we’re more alike than you think.”

  He held up his free hand and snapped his fingers.

  One of my cards leaped from Canton’s hat. It spun around his fingertips and danced at his command. Then he snapped a second time, and it ignited. The card flared like a firefly then crumbled away. A cold wind caught the embers, washing them over the bridge’s edge, down to the currents below where they faded and died.

  “I started young,” he told me. “See, there I was, living with the old man. They pressured me into lying on the witness stand, you got sent away—”

  “I never blamed you for that,” I said.

  “He never—” Teddy stared at me. He looked to Pecos. “He never blamed me. Do you believe this shit? Am I actually hearing this?”

  “I never lied to you, Teddy. I never blamed you.”

  His nostrils flared and as the gun shook in his hand, his finger tight on the trigger, I realized how wrong I’d gotten it.

  “I blamed you.” He said, seething. “You were my big brother. You were supposed to protect me. You were supposed to protect me from the monsters, and I had to live with one. Alone. With you gone, the old man beat me enough for both of us.”

  “What was I supposed to do? I was locked up—”

  “You got out.” He looked to Pecos again. “And he never came around. Never checked on me. See, he says he didn’t blame me for sending him away, but…I’m thinking maybe my brother’s better at lying to himself than he thinks.”

  “I tried to protect you,” I told him. “I tried my best. I’m sorry it wasn’t good enough.”

  “‘Sorry,’ he says. The great Daniel Faust. Saved the world once. Now here he is, on another grand crusade, off to do it again.” I saw the glint in my brother’s eyes as his voice quavered. “But you never saved me.”

  “You found your savior,” Pecos said.

  “That I did,” he said. “That I did. See, Dan, I walked the same road as you. Funny how that happened. But I didn’t waste my time with card tricks. I needed real power. I opened a door, down in the dark, and called out for help. And help came for me.”

  At first, I thought it was a trick of the light. Pecos stood in the crimson glow of the ambulance’s taillights, her face washed in blood. Her skin seemed to darken, turning olive by shades as her hair went inky black.

  Not that kind of trick. She was changing. Her face becoming sharper, cheekbones higher, shoulders back as she rose in height. She rested one hand on my brother’s shoulder and her nails grew, turning green as polished jade.

  “I came for him,” Naavarasi said. “Such a fine young man. How could I refuse him in his hour of need?”

  My psychic tendrils snapped out, washing over her. I fumbled for words, something to say, but they all died on my lips. She wasn’t there. Invisible, like glass. She savored my confusion like a fine wine.

  “Oh, Daniel, how many times do I have to teach you this lesson? I am the mistress of illusion. Your eyes see what I command them to see. And that includes your third eye.”

  Naavarasi had been working a long con from the moment we crossed paths. She played the puffed-up fool for over a year, convincing us that she was incapable of doing anything without bragging about it, that she’d spoil her own plans for a taste of the spotlight she coveted. We considered her a minor threat, exactly like she wanted us to. And Caitlin and I found out, almost too late, that it was all a trick: the woman was whip-smart, deadly, and her most important cards had always been held close to her chest.

  But that was a trick that would only work once. I felt more confident after that. Just like I was confident that she could never sneak up on us by changing her shape again. See, I knew her magical scent.

  “Every time,” I breathed. “Every single time you came around wearing someone else’s face. You were faking it. You projected a fake psychic imprint, over and over again, and you made damn sure I recognized it. You were training me to recognize it.”

  “And thanks to you, all of your closest friends—and your dear lover Caitlin—are convinced they can spot a rakshasa from a mile away.” Her jade-painted lips curled, feline and smug. “I’ve been so intimate with you all, Daniel. So close you can’t imagine. I’ve been in your homes. I’ve stood over you while you slept. Tell me, do you remember the first time we met? I tried to recruit you to my service.”

  It came back to me in a flash. Naavarasi casually dropping my ex-girlfriend’s name, details about my life. Things she had no business knowing. Oh, I know all about you, Daniel. I’ve been watching you for years, from afar. Not constantly, just…checking in now and again.

  I didn’t understand it then.

  “And what did I say to you when you asked how I knew so much about you?”

  I can’t tell you that. It would ruin the surprise.

  “You knew about me because of him.” I looked to my brother, to the gun in his hand. “You two were already working together.”

  “For years,” Teddy said. “You didn’t save me. But Baron Naavarasi did. When you walked into her restaurant it was like kismet. Almost perfect luck.”

  “I wanted you both,” Naavarasi added. “You should have bent your knee to me, Daniel. We wouldn’t be in this situation if you had.”

  Teddy nodded, fervent. A true believer. I had no idea what she’d done to my brother, but she’d had years to sink her claws in and mix him up any way she wanted.

  “For the record,” he said, “I lied. Dad didn’t die of pneumonia.”

  “Do tell,” I said.

  “He died choking on his own blood, with my fingers wrapped around his shriveled black heart. I wish you’d been there. The look on the old man’s face…”

  Naavarasi scratched behind Teddy’s ear like he was a well-behaved dog. “And we feasted that night. Your brother’s first taste of human meat. Like I always say, nothing makes you stronger than the flesh of your own kind.”

  I had to hold it together. I had to pretend my heart wasn’t breaking. I’d found my brother, a family I didn’t know I had, a human connection, and now it was all crumbling down like a citadel built on sour dirt.

  “So that was your master plan? Manipulate me into pulling the heist at Northlight, then swoop in and steal the score out from under me?”

  Naavarasi’s smile gleamed, pearly in the dark. “Actually, no. That was lucky happenstance. I had spent an incredible amount of time and effort already, working my way into Fleiss and the Enemy’s…well, I won’t say trust, because they’re not the trusting kind, but establishing myself—and your brother, my loyal servant—as reliable assets in their employ.”

  “The whole Tall Pines gig was for me,” Teddy said. “Eventually, once we figured out how to pull it off and get away clean, I was supposed to steal the Canton relics. We just couldn’t find the right angle. Then you came along and solved the problem for us. We take the relics, you take the blame. Probably shaved months off the timetable, too.”

  “Timetable?” I said.

  Naavarasi’s hand curled tighter on my brother’s shoulder.

  “The grand design,” she said.

  Sometimes I hate being right. Everyone thought Naavarasi’s endgame, all her manipulations and tricks, was aimed at putting Caitlin on a leash. I didn’t buy it. I knew she was up to something even bigger than that.

  “Nice plan, but you’re forgetting something. I’m a knight in Prince Sitri’s court, remember? The rules say I can’t attack you directly, and you can’t attack me. I’m pretty sure this hijacking is a violation of infernal law.”

  “So is murdering you,” Naavarasi replied, “but you should know the most fundamental tenet of demonic politics: if no one witnesses the crime, there is no crime. I’ve enjoyed you as a sparring partner, Daniel, but it’s time to remove you from the chessboard. My work will proceed much more smoothly in a world without you in it.”

  She wasn’t bluffing. I looked to Teddy, swallowing down my rising desperation.

  “You’re my brother. You can’t let her do this.”

  “I’m not,” he said. Then he thumbed back the hammer on his revolver. “I’m going to do it for her.”

  “Such a faithful servant,” Naavarasi purred. Her jade fingernails stroked the nape of his neck.

  I locked eyes with Teddy.

  “It’s funny,” he said. “I read up on, you know, families like ours. We’re an anomaly. The fact is, most children of abuse grow up to be caring, nurturing adults. What were the odds of both of us turning out fucked up and damned?”

  “We’ve got free will, Teddy. We’re all free to make our own choices. And you’re making a real bad one.”

  “Choices?” He gave me a humorless smile. “I was born a monster. It’s in my blood, same as yours. That’s fate. You can’t fight fate.”

  “There’s no such thing as fate,” I told him.

  “Are those really the last words you want to go out with?”

  “No,” I said. “You want some last words to remember me by? Here’s three: watch your back.”

  “Pithy,” he said. “I’ll write it on your tombstone.”

  I still didn’t believe he’d pull the trigger. Not until the wheelgun roared, flashing in the dark, and the first bullet hit me in the chest.

  It plowed through my dress shirt, through the stiff cardboard of the train ticket, tore through skin and bone like a red-hot poker and crumpled in my heart. The second bullet turned a rib to powdered splinters and ripped a hole in my lung. I was stumbling backward and then I was falling, wind whistling in my ears as I pitched over the edge of the trestle bridge.

  My fingers brushed something cold, hard, and a spark of magic, not mine, bristled to angry life. A clock ticked in my ears, slow and thunderous. My ruptured heart slowed, then stopped.

  My body hit the ice-cold water. I was gone before the splash.

  




  
  





Epilogue


  
  A pickup truck sat at the edge of another lonely backwoods road, silent, waiting as the sky went dark. Jennifer paced in the dirt, kicking stray rocks.

  “They shoulda been here by now,” she said.

  Caitlin reclined in the driver’s seat, door open to let the cool evening breeze wash in. She checked her phone. Still no word. They had confirmation that Northlight Tower had evacuated over an hour ago. A spotter had seen the ambulance roll out, on its way to their rendezvous. Everything had gone according to plan.

  And then, nothing.

  Caitlin slammed her door shut and started the ignition. Jennifer jumped in beside her, hitting her speed dial.

  “Pixie? Hey, sugar, it’s Jen. Can you do me a favor real quick? We might have a situation here. I just need you to ping Dan’s phone and tell us where he’s at…”

  She was able to narrow it down to a stretch of road thirty minutes away in the wrong direction. According to the cell-tower logs, his phone hadn’t moved for an hour. They rolled up on the ambulance, doors open, abandoned with the engine cold.

  The toe of Jennifer’s boot nudged a tire track.

  “This is all kinds of wrong,” she murmured.

  Caitlin’s eyes shifted in the shadows. They whirled with motes of copper, turning to molten metal. She could hunt in the dark. Her nose twitched as she sniffed for the scent of blood on the air. Then she glanced down the grassy embankment, down to the river’s edge.

  And to the body, floating facedown in the shallow water.

  *     *     *

  The crash cart blasted through the operating room doors. Shears sliced through Daniel’s clothes, peeling away bloody and soaked fabric as a mask clamped down over his nose and mouth.

  “Vitals dropping—”

  “Dr. Harris wants him in OR Three, prepped and ready. Now, people!”

  “Pulse is—” A nurse’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Can someone explain what I’m seeing here? How the hell is this guy still alive?”

  *     *     *

  He spent fourteen hours in surgery.

  Caitlin and Jennifer waited, and paced like lionesses in the waiting room. Three hours in, Bentley and Corman arrived at the hospital, fresh from their flight. Margaux was next, and Melanie and her mother, Emma, weren’t far behind. Emma pulled Caitlin into a tight embrace, holding her for a moment, speechless.

  When Emma spoke, her teeth bore jagged points, like the maw of a great white shark. She growled a one-word question: “Who?”

  “We don’t know yet,” Caitlin said. “But we will.”

  Bentley was pale, leaning into Corman’s protective arms. “What do we know? About Daniel?”

  “It’s touch and go,” Jennifer said. “But he’s holding strong, somehow. By all rights, he should have died before he hit the water. They can’t explain it.”

  “What happened out there?” Melanie asked.

  Caitlin took a deep breath.

  “Near as we can tell, there was an ambush. Daniel was shot, and we don’t know what happened to his brother or the getaway driver. Their bodies could still be out there somewhere.”

  “Or they were in on it,” Jennifer said. Her eyes narrowed to serpentine slits. “It was a proper bushwhack, no matter who did the deed. Knew who they were up against, too; the orderly showed us what Dan had on him. No hat, no cards, and his sleeve holster was empty. All he had was his wallet, and this.”

  She held up Canton’s pocket watch. The hands were frozen at nine seconds to midnight.

  “Can…can I see that?” Melanie asked.

  She cradled it between her hands. Stretching out her senses the way Daniel had taught her, her mind extended like the tendrils of neon-pink anemones. She sifted through symbols, parting signal from psychic noise.

  Caitlin tilted her head, watching her. “What do you know?”

  “This is Louise Canton’s watch. Canton’s Hibernation—that’s how Daniel was going to hide himself when he got smuggled into Northlight.” Melanie’s brow furrowed. “You said they can’t explain how he survived?”

  “Miracle, considerin’ how much of a beating he took, not to mention how long he was bleeding out and suckin’ down river water,” Jennifer said.

  Melanie’s fingernail tapped the face of the pocket watch.

  “I think maybe, just maybe, using this was the last thing he did. From what he told me, it’s not an illusion, not exactly. Canton’s Hibernation puts you in a state of…suspended animation, basically. You’re dead, but not. You’re frozen somewhere in between.”

  “So if the enchantment stops working…” Margaux said.

  Melanie’s knuckles went white, her hands squeezing the watch. “We can’t let that happen. If he’s in hibernation and he snaps out of it before his wounds heal—”

  “We got more problems than that,” Jennifer said. “For starters, hospitals got to report gunshot wounds. Soon as he’s out of surgery, if he pulls through, we’re gonna have Seattle’s finest up in here asking questions. If they take his prints and figure out who ‘Paul Emerson’ really is, Dan’s going to finish convalescin’ in a prison infirmary.”

  Caitlin folded her arms. “That’s not even the last of it. By now, the Enemy doubtless knows his treasures have gone missing—and likely has a good idea who took them. And here we are, in the heart of his city.”

  “And then there’s Ada and the Redemption Choir,” Melanie said. “I mean, they were following the same trail we were.”

  “We better get ready for a goddamn firefight,” Jennifer said.

  *     *     *

  “It’s important that you keep your expectations reasonable,” the balding surgeon told them.

  Caitlin had flashed a black credit card, whisking Daniel to a private room. One of the orderlies made noises about “visits from immediate family only,” and Jennifer hit him with a graveyard stare. He didn’t challenge her twice.

  Daniel was motionless, silent, with a tube up his nose and another running down his throat. The outlines of more tubes, more wires, wound under the sterile white sheet. Machines chimed softly all around him.

  “Define ‘reasonable,’” Caitlin said.

  “Honestly? He’s alive in the most technical sense of the word. And we don’t know how.” The surgeon hugged his clipboard like a shield. “We were able to start his pulse again and repair the worst of the damage to his heart and lung, but he can’t breathe without assistance. It’s possible he never will again.”

  Canton’s pocket watch sat out on the bedside table. Its hands were still frozen, counting down the seconds to midnight.

  “And the rest?” Caitlin asked.

  “He’s comatose. Minimal brain activity. Regardless of the bullet wounds, he was completely starved of oxygen for…longer than anyone should be able to survive. If he ever wakes up, and I would consider that an incredible long shot, you can expect severe brain damage.”

  Caitlin stared at Daniel’s body.

  “Thank you, Doctor,” she said. Then she fell silent until he left, the door swinging shut behind him.

  Emma stood at Caitlin’s side, down by the foot of the bed. Copper motes swirled in her eyes.

  “You see it,” she murmured.

  Caitlin nodded.

  Bentley and Corman were at Daniel’s bedside, hands held tight, focused on their son. Across from them, Margaux perked up, suddenly suspicious. She met Jennifer’s gaze and gave her a subtle nod, directing her attention.

  “I was hoping I was wrong,” Melanie whispered. Her mother put an arm around her shoulder and pulled her close.

  Jennifer put her hands on her hips.

  “Dish,” she said. “Now.”

  Everyone turned her way. She pointed from Caitlin to Emma to Melanie.

  “Sorry, couldn’t help but notice that the three demons in the room are all staring at something the rest of us can’t see. Fill us in.”

  “It’s his soul,” Melanie said.

  “What about it?”

  Her voice was barely a whisper, as if speaking it out loud would cement the truth, make it undeniable.

  “It’s…gone. His body is…like the doctor said, his body is technically alive, but his soul…” Melanie shook her head. “It’s gone.”

  Caitlin raised her chin. She took a deep, steadying breath. Then she spoke.

  “Daniel is counting on us, and the next few hours are crucial. Margaux, Bentley, Corman, I want this room warded with every defensive spell you can muster. Make it vanish from the world. Jennifer, find out who the hospital has called. If they’ve already contacted the police about the gunshot wounds, we’ll need to plan our response.”

  “And if they haven’t?”

  “Make sure they understand the virtue of silence. Pay them in gold or pay them in fear, whatever works. Emma, call the home office. We can anticipate a siege, either from the forces of the Enemy, the Redemption Choir, or both. I want assault teams on site before that happens.”

  Caitlin turned on her heel and strode to the door.

  “Where are you going?” Melanie asked.

  “Let’s not fool ourselves. If his soul is missing—if it came dislodged, if he briefly died before the hibernation spell could net him, however it happened—there’s only one place he could possibly be.”

  She paused in the doorway, giving his body one last glance.

  “Daniel is in hell,” she said. “I’m going down there, and I’m going to bring him back.”
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Afterword


  
  For some time now, readers have been asking — since we’ve been just about everywhere else in Daniel Faust’s universe — when we’d actually get a look at hell. You can probably imagine how hard it was to keep a straight face as I played innocent, usually responding with some variation on “When we’re going there, you’ll know it.”

  Now you know.

  (And that’s to say nothing of how I had to sit on the truth all this time about Naavarasi’s cryptic comments from way back in Redemption Song. I’m a strong believer in plotting a series way out in advance, but it makes for serious temptation when it comes to spoilers…)

  Suffice to say there’s one heck of a big, weird adventure coming down the pike, with some old familiar faces involved. You won’t be waiting long; the day I wrote the final page of this book, I opened a fresh document and laid down the first lines of the next one. We’re on a one-way ride to the end of the world, here. Maybe all the worlds. We’ll see how things go.

  Thanks for riding along with me. And thanks to everyone who helped make this book possible: my editor Kira Rubenthaler, cover designer James T. Egan, audiobook narrator Adam Verner, and my assistant Morgan Blake. They’re a top-notch crew, and I’m proud to work with them. Speaking of work, I’d better get back to it. Seems like Daniel’s in a bit of a fix. That said, I have a feeling he’s still got a few tricks up his sleeve…

  
    Want to know what’s coming next? Head over to http://www.craigschaeferbooks.com/mailing-list/ and hop onto my mailing list. Once-a-month newsletters, zero spam. Want to reach out? You can find me on Facebook at http://www.facebook.com/CraigSchaeferBooks, on Twitter as @craig_schaefer, or just drop me an email at craig@craigschaeferbooks.com.
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