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The Story So Far


The Kansas City Shuffle is a hallmark of the confidence game. You let your mark know that they’re being conned, let them believe they’ve figured out the scheme, then rob them on the right side when they’re looking on the left. Daniel Faust—a con artist, a thief, and a sorcerer—knew the routine. The Shuffle was one of the best techniques in his bag of tricks.
He never thought he would be the one to fall for it. And he never thought it would get him killed.
He had just pulled off the biggest heist of his career, dealing a solid blow to his nemesis: the Enemy, a genocidal madman and a living fairy tale who could rewrite history with a touch of his hand. Faust infiltrated the Enemy’s tower and made off with a stash of relics that could be the key to undoing him once and for all.
Faust saw his other foe—Baron Naavarasi, a shape-shifting rakshasi—coming up on his left. She had already tried, and nearly succeeded, to twist the laws of hell and trap him and his infernal lover for eternity. With demonic bounty hunters on his trail, he managed to turn the tables on her at the last second. But while his friends were breathing sighs of relief, he kept his guard up. Naavarasi had a history of layering plots on top of plots, playing the longest of long games, and he knew her real plan wasn’t anywhere near finished. At least he had an ace up his sleeve: he had trained himself to pick up on her psychic scent. She could effortlessly masquerade as anyone, anytime, changing her form on a whim, but she couldn’t fool him.
And while he was looking left, she blindsided him on the right.
Her “psychic scent” was a ruse. She had deliberately projected it, training him to notice it, to give him a false sense of security. In reality, the self-proclaimed mistress of illusions was invisible. A perfect predator who had spent months infiltrating his operations and his crew. And his family. Her final surprise was the revelation that his brother Teddy had been her faithful servant for years.
While she savored her victory, Teddy pulled the trigger and put a bullet in his heart.
An enchanted pocket watch, the only relic Naavarasi didn’t steal from him, lurched to life as Faust plunged off the side of a bridge. When he hit the water below, his dying body was locked in magical stasis—mortally wounded but clinging on—while his soul was already gone, dislodged by the shock. Where? That was no mystery, given how much blood he had on his hands.
Faust was in hell. And with his body on life support, the pocket watch slowly ticking down to midnight, his time was running out.




Prologue


When Caitlin was young, the antechamber to hell was a roadhouse. A tavern of stone, squatting at the end of a forlorn road in a forgotten and misty moor. Pale-eyed and trembling, still dressed in the clothes they’d died in, some new arrivals would wander off into the fog and become shadows. Others, fighting their fate, would remain. They’d dance to the fiddler’s tune, wheeling across the cold stone floor, lying to their partners and putting off the inevitable until tomorrow.
Eventually there’d be hell to pay, but the roadhouse stood under a motionless black sun, a ball of dark fire that never budged an inch. Tomorrow would never come.
The mortal world changed with the times, and hell changed with it. The antechamber was an airport now. Grimy white tile, ’70s-era pastel blue carpet, humid recycled air. Walls of windows looked out across an endless and empty tarmac. Flickering, glitched-out Departure boards listed destinations from Dallas to Dubai, every flight marked canceled. Scents wafted from the food court—cold popcorn, stale beer—but the listless, silent employees had no charity to offer and the new arrivals didn’t have any money to spend.
More hospital gowns than there used to be, Caitlin noted, striding through the churning, confused crowds. In her youth, it had been a mix of tradesmen in their shabby working clothes and the naked, who had died in their beds. Now flimsy gowns were the flavor of the day and she couldn’t miss the many newcomers—red-cheeked and bewildered—who were desperately trying to conceal their skin. Shame was generally the first thing to go here, out of simple necessity. And good riddance to it.
Caitlin was dressed for business. A crisp uniform blouse and breeches in black, brass buttons, and a pin on her lapel bearing the ornate triple-cross seal of Prince Sitri. Her knee-high boots were polished to a mirror sheen. The coiled bullwhip riding on her hip, its cold, burnished handle engraved with occult sigils, was a warning as much as a weapon: the newly dead didn’t know who she was, but they knew to stay clear of her, and space opened around her like a bubble as she made her way toward the airport vestibule.
Mostly, anyway. She broke her stride and turned, irked, as a hand tugged at her sleeve.
“Excuse me. Miss? Do you work here?”
The owner of the hand was a portly, ruddy-cheeked man with a bad comb-over, dressed in emerald silk pajamas. His hand stayed on her arm. She slowly turned her gaze from it to him and back again, until he reluctantly let go.
“In a manner of speaking,” she said.
“There’s been a mistake. I’m not supposed to be here.”
“I highly doubt that.”
The loudspeaker popped and let out an ear-piercing squeal of feedback. Then it made another regular announcement in a bored monotone: “The white zone is for loading and unloading only. Unauthorized vehicles will be towed. Also, you’re in hell. Have a nice day.”
“I can’t be here,” he told her, with all the righteous indignation of a man who had never heard the word “no.” “I don’t belong here. Look, somebody needs to fix this, right now.”
Caitlin saw human souls for what they were. In the mortal world, they were spheres behind the eyes, wet and glittering and laden with the consequences of the choices they’d made. Here, flesh was a pretense; these walking dead were nothing but soul, and she could see this man in his full truth. She witnessed a woman’s bruised eye. A wrist pressed to a mattress.
“No mistake,” she said.
Now he was getting angry. “Do you know who I am?”
“Not relevant.”
She started to walk, and he got in front of her. Caitlin’s hand dropped to the handle of her whip. He didn’t even notice, lost in his bluster.
“I want to speak to your manager,” he snapped.
She glanced past him, over his shoulder, to the dirt-streaked glass doors of the airport vestibule. A line of funeral-gray buses waited outside to ferry the dead to their next stop. Just inside the doors, a recruiting rally was in full swing. Yellow-eyed salespeople in shiny suits held up signs emblazoned with the sigils of their courts. They called out for the skills they needed: “Plumbers! Plumbers? Anyone got plumbing? Prince Paimon is offering a bonus for plumbers today. How about architects? We need exactly one architect—”
Caitlin put her hand to her pomegranate lips, as if something had just dawned on her. “Oh. Of course I know who you are. My apologies, sir. Of course, you’re right, there’s been a terrible mistake.”
“That’s better,” he grumbled.
She pointed him toward the recruiters. “Do you see the woman in beige, on the far left, holding a sign? She’s the representative for Prince Eligos. Go and tell her exactly what you just told me, and she’ll help you out.”
“A prince,” he said, visibly impressed. “That’s more like it, young lady. Try being a little more attentive next time.”
She smiled with some small, petty satisfaction as she watched him go. Before she could move on, a young man who had been watching the exchange spoke up. “Ma’am?”
He was maybe twenty, in a hoodie and dirty jeans. The gray flannel over his belly was ripped, matted with dark stains, a memory of the wound that brought him here. She looked at him, expectant.
“Is there any way to say I’m sorry?”
She sighed. “Once you’re here, you’re here. It’s too late for regrets now.”
“No,” he said. “I know I belong here. I get that. I’m not asking for a second chance. There’s just somebody, on the other side, and I hurt him and I didn’t mean to.”
He looked down at his scuffed-up shoes.
“I just want to know if there’s any way I can tell him I’m sorry.”
Caitlin felt a twinge of compassion. Just a tiny one. Enough for her to wave him closer and point to the recruiters in the vestibule.
“What did you do?” she asked. “For a living.”
“Not much, I guess. Flipped burgers for a while. Worked a little construction when the job site was hiring.”
“Go talk to the agent for Prince Paimon, second on the left. I happen to know he’s looking for construction workers. Don’t be shy about inflating your credentials a bit: you’ll get room and board and a small measure of safety. It’s a better deal than getting on those buses outside. Oh, do you see the woman in beige, next to him?”
He nodded. The recruiter was all smiles—a smile slightly too big for her face—as she chatted with the man in the silk pajamas.
“She’ll try to one-up the offer,” Caitlin said. “Do not go with her under any circumstances.”
“Why not?”
“Because she’s lying. Prince Eligos maintains the largest, most lovingly curated torture garden in all of hell,” she said, vaguely wistful. “I toured it once, and it’s quite fascinating to observe…but I’m guessing you’d prefer not to become one of the exhibits there.”
She sent him on his way and resumed her brisk stride. Turning now, following grungy signs on the eggshell walls, while the PA system made another announcement: “The buses outside are waiting to transport you to Dead City. Please board in an orderly fashion. Or don’t. Honestly, we don’t give a shit. Have a nice day.”
A line snaked all the way down the concourse, doubled back, then doubled back again. Caitlin couldn’t count the number of souls left in limbo as she breezed past them, watching them crane their necks and shuffle in place. The line ended at a desk marked Help and Information.
An elderly woman sat behind the desk. She was human save for her egg-yolk eyes and the dewy buds of horns, like a young goat’s, poking up from her ash-gray curls. She lectured her latest supplicant in a disinterested tone.
“And as I’ve told you, sir, there is no court of appeals. You are in hell.”
“But it’s not fair—”
“No. It isn’t fair. Because you are in hell.”
“All I did was a little tax evasion! You go to hell for that?”
She adjusted her bifocals. “No, sir, I don’t see that on the list of your outstanding sins. You did, however, commit multiple acts of inhospitality to strangers along with deliberate unkindness—”
“That’s all it takes?”
“—and the triple homicide.”
He swallowed. “Oh. You…know about that.”
She stared at him, silent, across the desk.
Caitlin stepped up, ignoring the grumbling from the endless line at her back. She flashed an insignia, steel rimmed with razor-sharp green stone.
“Caitlleanabruaudi, hound of Prince Sitri, Court of Jade Tears. I’m here on official business.”
“I wasn’t finished,” griped the human beside her.
She ignored him. So did the clerk, who looked grateful for a distraction, any distraction, from her usual routine.
“I’m looking for a newly arrived soul,” Caitlin said. “He would have arrived sometime within the last few hours. The name is Daniel Faust.”
She spelled it out while the clerk dug into the official records. She had a keyboard, a big bulky model that had gone obsolete thirty years ago, and a monitor to match. Caitlin waited while she hunted and pecked her way across the keys, typing Daniel’s name. Then she asked her to spell it again. And a third time.
“I’m sorry. He’s not here.”
Caitlin blinked. “That…can’t be right.”
“Are you certain he’s damned?”
“Unquestionably.”
“See for yourself,” the clerk said. She waved Caitlin around the desk to show her a roster of names laid out like a shipping manifest on a flickering green screen. “Every human soul drawn in by the Oculus Infernum in the past twelve hours. I’ve been working at this desk for over three hundred years and if there’s one thing I know for certain, it’s that the system doesn’t make mistakes. I’m sorry, but he isn’t here.”
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I remembered the bullet.
I still didn’t think Teddy would pull the trigger. Not until it happened. I saw the muzzle-flash and felt the burn, the slug tearing through my jacket, my dress shirt, through skin and muscle on its way to my heart. Bone imploded, splintering inward and flooding my chest with cold wet nothing, and I was falling. Falling over the side of the bridge and plunging toward the icy black water below.
And in that bottomless darkness, I heard the tick of a massive clock.
I knew that sound. Howard Canton’s enchanted pocket watch, with the power to freeze a life. Suspended animation. I remembered a flare of hope, like a spark from a dying lighter. The watch would keep me alive. Sustain me until somebody found my body, got me help. I’d find salvation in the hospital, maybe the worse for wear but I would live—
And then I woke up in an empty bathtub, and my hope died in a heartbeat.
I sat up, lurching like I’d been cannon-fired out of a dream, and grabbed the sides of the claw-foot tub. My vision fought me, refusing to focus, and my head throbbed like I’d just come off the end of a two-day bender. My suit was damp.
Same suit I’d been shot in. My hand clapped to my heart. My finger wriggled through the burn-rimmed hole in the musty cotton. No wound in my chest, not even a scar. The skin the bullet had broken was pink and new now, fresh as a baby’s.
They would have cut my clothes off in surgery. If they’d put me back together, there’d be scars. None of that had happened. Which meant…
Oh hell.
The room stopped spinning long enough for me to get a good look at it. I had been in some seedy tenements before—Jennifer’s gang fortress by the airport came to mind—but this place had gone from run-down to ruined. Sunlight shone through holes in the battered floorboards and black mold painted the walls. Dust danced on the stale air, so thick I could taste the decay in the back of my throat. Here and there, where plaster had fallen away, gaps in the walls opened to rusted chicken wire and nests of crimson-shelled insects that infested the building’s bones.
Something was very wrong here.
I mean, something was very wrong in addition to me being dead and in hell. Besides that.
Given that my girlfriend and partner-in-crime was a demon, it’d be a fair assumption that I had a doctorate’s worth of knowledge about hell. Fair, but wrong. The simple fact was we rarely ever talked about it, outside the scope of Caitlin’s career and her ambitions. If I could do something to help her out, support her, I was all about it, but beyond that the subject of hell didn’t come up very often.
I could only blame myself for that. I’d known I was damned from the first time I pulled a trigger for Nicky Agnelli. Since then I’d burned away any shot at redemption, clawing to the top of the Vegas Mob while leaving a long trail of bodies behind me. When Prince Sitri made me a knight of his infernal court, that pretty much sealed the deal.
I wasn’t afraid of my eternal fate. It didn’t keep me up at night. I just wasn’t rushing toward it with any sense of haste. I was whole and healthy in the land of the living, and thinking too much about the afterlife felt like a bad play, so I just…didn’t. I treated death like I treated taxes: optional, and best avoided at all costs.
In hindsight, I probably should have prepared for this. Nothing stings like the pain of ignorance.
Not total ignorance, which was why I knew something was wrong. I recalled a snatch of pillow talk, back when Caitlin and I had first hooked up. I suppose I wanted the usual reassurances, making sure there wasn’t a lake of fire or some deeply ironic and personalized form of eternal torment waiting for me down there.
“You have to remember that hell wasn’t built as a prison for your people,” she murmured. Her fingers stroked my hair, our bodies curled together under the storm-gray sheets. “It was envisioned as a home for mine. Human souls just started…showing up. More like uninvited guests than inmates. Not to say that no one is being tortured. It’s just recreational, not punitive.”
“You’re not exactly selling me on this idea.”
“Nothing to sell, pet. You bought your ticket. You do have the privilege of knowing people in high places. Should you shuffle off your mortal coil without me, just stay in the vestibule and I’ll come find you directly.”
“Vestibule?”
“All human souls, when they descend into hell, appear in the same place. It was a tavern and an inn for a while. Then a train station. It became an airport sometime in the seventies—whatever humans collectively imagine as a place of transition. You’ll know it when you see it, and you’ll find yourself in the middle of a very large, very confused crowd of new arrivals.”
No airport. No crowds. I was lying in a dirty, empty bathtub in an abandoned tenement listening to the blood-red roaches in the walls.
Tires squealed on the street outside, screeching to a dead stop.
I jumped up from the tub, swung over the side, and hit the floor running. The grimy floorboards groaned under my feet, and my shoes, still wet from my plunge into the river, left smeared footprints in my wake. I headed for the closest window. It was haphazardly boarded over, the planks nailed up at skewed angles and coated in illegible graffiti, but there was a gap wide enough for me to get a look outside.
My work had taken me to Detroit more than once. Usually not the nicer parts of town. I’d seen the empty neighborhoods, abandoned streets, the once-majestic homes left to rot and cave in under the weight of time and poverty. This stretch of hell looked like Detroit after a nuclear bomb hit it. The corpse of a city, nothing but rotting concrete bones and broken glass, under a scorched orange sky and a high-noon sun.
The sun was black. A seething ball of dark fire, somehow still giving off light, along with a relentless, throbbing heat that prickled my forehead with beads of sweat.
The only car on the street was the one that had just pulled up. An old GMC utility van converted for battle, with battered metal sheets for armor, a barbed-wire halo, and a ram plate lined with spikes of rusted steel bolted to the front grille. The crew climbing out, armed and ready, had scavenged their clothes from a dumpster and their gear from an armory. I counted six heads, six ragged manes, and six pairs of military-grade headsets with neon-green lenses and ballistic plates. If we were in the land of the living, I would have said their goggles were too expensive to mark them as rank-and-file military; grunts didn’t get to play with the really nice toys. Their shaggy beards marked them as spec ops, maybe mercs. When you were a professional killer, the best of your breed, you got relaxed grooming standards.
I wasn’t sure what constituted killing when I was already dead, but I wasn’t going to stick around and find out. I didn’t want to be on the wrong end of their guns, either. They bristled with nubs and needles and bulbous, insectoid nozzles, nothing I’d ever seen before. The driver of the van shouldered a rifle as he jumped out; instead of steel, his weapon wore a coat of blue-veined flesh.
I patted my breast pocket, my hips. No gun, no cards, no wand, no tricks up my sleeve. Naavarasi had done a good job of disarming me before my brother put me down. All I had was a damp tailored suit, soggy Italian loafers, and a killer headache. The walls shook as they kicked open the front door, two flights down. I did the math. For me, going to hell was a foregone conclusion, and Naavarasi would have known that when she jumped me. She told me she was taking me off the table. Why kill me, then? I had friends in hell. For that matter, I was a knight in Prince Sitri’s court, which I had to figure would buy me some local street cred. Meaning she had to have a contingency in place, a plan to make sure she got to me and silenced me for good before I could find any help.
And I wasn’t where I was supposed to be.
I’d work out the “how” later. The situation was crystal clear: Naavarasi jinxed my descent, sending me off course to keep me isolated, and the men storming my landing spot were on her payroll.
There were patches of darkness along the hall to my left, rooms where the boarded-up windows blocked out the sun. Normally a good spot for an ambush, but I figured those goggles would cancel my advantage; the shadows weren’t my friends right now. I needed to arm up, fast.
The answer was right in front of me. I grabbed one of the two-by-fours over the window and pulled, hauling hard with both hands until my shoulder muscles started to burn. I was making too much noise, but so were they, and the vacant tenement turned their tromping boots into a cacophony of twisting echoes. I heard radio static from below.
One end of the board popped free. I worked the other, gritting my teeth and wriggling it forward and back, watching the old nails worm their way out of the window frame. Then it gave, jolting loose and knocking me back a step. I had a weapon. Not much of one, though the rusty nails poking from the moldy wood could give somebody a nasty case of tetanus.
Six armed men stood between me and the way out, coming in hot. I’d take whatever edge I could get.
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It sounded like they were splitting up. Either that or the echoes ringing out through the desolate hallways had taken their footsteps, twisted and turned them, sent the sound in all directions. I had to gamble on the first option.
“First floor clear!” shouted a voice from below.
Divide and conquer, then. Sounded like they were moving in pairs to cover more ground. That wasn’t good: two against one was still a losing proposition, at least until I could get my hands on a gun.
I moved as quick and light as I could. The floorboards groaned, giving me away. I hunted for a stairwell. A building this size had to have more than one, and there was a chance I could slip past my hunters. I ghosted through empty doorways with tangled hinges, navigating abandoned apartments littered with rusted bedframes and ransacked cabinets. Anything worth taking had been looted long ago; not even rats could find a meal here.
I crossed the hall, rounded a corner, and found the back stairs—and two gunmen on their way up. One shouted, “Fourth floor, fourth floor!”
The other didn’t miss a step, raised his piece—a pistol with a grip made of pulsating flesh and a barrel encrusted with acid scars—and opened fire. I fell back half a second before he pulled the trigger. A silver hornet lanced in front of my eyes and the gun whined like a whipped dog. Instead of a bullet, an inch-long sliver of jagged metal dug into the wall where I’d just been standing, glistening wet. A trickle of green ooze dribbled down, eating into the rotted plaster, hissing and giving off a plume of gray smoke.
I turned and ran, darting into the first doorway on the right. I ducked through a collapsed wall, squeezing past a fallen beam, forcing myself to slow down while my pounding pulse was telling me to go go go. Sound carried, every thudding footstep threatening to give me away.
I could use that.
I looked around the wasteland, hunting, spotting a chunk of loose rubble. I dropped low, scooped it up, leaned out into the hallway and threw it as hard as I could. It clunked off the far bend in the corridor, hitting the floor, skipping and spinning, and I ducked back into hiding with my back pressed to the rotten wall as footfalls echoed, zeroing in on the sound. They’d taken the bait. Now came the tricky part.
I let them pass. Then I slipped out, steady and slow, closing in from behind. They had broken ranks, one man about five feet ahead of the other. They advanced on the bend with their guns high, like they were sure I was lurking right around the corner. I closed the gap, careful, holding my breath, and pulled back the board in my hands like I was about to bat for a home run.
I took another step. The floor creaked under my foot.
The closest man turned as I swung for the fences. The board broke, snapping down the middle, as it slammed into his face. One rusted nail carved into his cheekbone. The other shattered the neon-green lens of his goggles and popped his eyeball like a rotten egg.
I tossed the broken wood aside and went for his gun while he dropped, screeching. My hand closed around the barrel, twisted hard, and he gave it up without a fight. It was a bastard mutant pistol, fat and uneven like something a kid cobbled together in a shop class with scraps of mismatched metal, bristling here and there with patches of white fungus. Tiny hairs tickled my trigger finger. His partner spun around and I opened fire.
The gun made wet sputtering sounds and three lumps like furry gumballs punched into his chest. He landed on his back, convulsing, spitting up a torrent of white foam that ran down the side of his face and pooled on the floor. The impact craters welled up, his ribs cracking as monstrous tumors blossomed from his wounds, chunks of swollen and misshapen flesh.
His partner was still down, kicking his feet at the air, howling at the top of his lungs as he clutched his face. I thought about a mercy shot and decided against it. Waste of ammo, and the sound of his screams would cover my escape. The other four shooters were on their way—I heard them in the near distance, scrambling up the back stairs—and I didn’t have a second to lose. I sprinted in the other direction, making for what I hoped was the way out. Two bends and there was another stairwell. I went down while the shooters were going up, taking the steps two at a time.
The remains of the front door were dead ahead, burnt-orange light from the black sun streaming in through the dust. I shot out into the empty street, alone and in hell.
I looked at their armored-up battlewagon. I had no idea how a GMC utility van with California plates had ended up in the netherworld, but there it was. Nineties model, none of the modern bells and whistles, none of the security; I could hotwire it in two minutes. But I didn’t have two minutes to spare, and considering the gun in my hand fired something worse than bullets, I couldn’t trust that a motor down here would work the same way it did in the land of the living.
The pistol quivered against my palm as I caught my breath. The ammunition was restless. I picked a direction at random and ran.
The ruins were trackless, endless. I felt eyes on me, but I didn’t see a soul in any of the empty, grime-smeared windows. My shoes pounded the broken pavement, my arms pumping, lungs burning. I only slowed down once I’d put a few twists and turns behind me, far enough that the only way they’d find me was by blind luck.
Theoretically. I still wasn’t sure how they’d known to expect me in the first place, or why I wasn’t where I was supposed to be. The buildings around me, most of them five or six stories tall, snagged my attention. They weren’t right. A city had style, an architectural vision that spoke to its history. Drop me into LA, Chicago, or New York blindfolded and spin me around, and I’d figure out where I was in a minute or two just by studying the skyline. This place was a mismatched jumble. On my left was an office block of brutalist pale stone from a Soviet-era postcard; on the far side of the street, the burned-out facade of a once-delicate yellow brick building—the ground floor given to the looted shell of a Parisian café—stood across a narrow alley from a California condo with an aquamarine paint job and dirty vinyl siding. In the places where I could spot street numbers or tarnished plaques bearing an address, none of them lined up.
The purr of an engine turned me around. I gripped the gun, sidestepping toward an open doorway and bracing for a fight. It wasn’t the battlewagon. A pink Cadillac with a white ragtop, a ’55 Fleetwood straight out of Graceland, rocked hard on its wheels as it tore around the corner and barreled my way. I was taking aim as it squealed to a stop.
“Holy shit,” said the voice from the open window. “Dan?”
I knew the driver. I was there when he died.
“Spengler?”
It was the big man, in the flesh. Sitting behind the wheel, his bulky frame poured into an ill-fitting suit, his black jacket two tones lighter than his slacks. He looked more surprised than I was.
Spengler ran with my Vegas crew back in the day. He was helpless with a gun and his magical prowess ranked only slightly higher than a slice of burnt toast, but nobody had connections like his on the global black market. Whatever you needed—from lost relics to chemical bliss—Spengler was the hookup. If he couldn’t find it, it didn’t exist.
Then he got his hands on the wrong artifact. The Etruscan Box was some world-shattering nastiness dredged up from the vaults of hell, but the people after it—Lauren Carmichael and her corporate cult—were even nastier. I tried to save his life. I was too late. I had to watch while Lauren’s hired assassin, a serial killer named Meadow Brand, showed off the enchanted doll she’d made. She used it to snap his bones, one by one. Then she threw it on his living-room floor and stomped on it.
I’d lost people before, good people, but that one stuck with me for a long, long time. I didn’t have any words right now; they’d fled me, stolen by the heat. He spoke up first.
“You…are not what I expected, buddy. I’m guessing you’re the reason for the welcoming party down the street? C’mon, get in!”
He leaned over, tugging up the manual lock on the passenger-side door. I got in, sinking into the vintage white vinyl. I caught a ghost in the side mirror: the battlewagon, firing across an intersection one block away, out on the hunt. If they’d seen us, they’d be doubling back in a second or two. My brain was stampeding in ten directions at once, trying to process, coping with the dead friend sitting next to me while I figured out how to survive.
Unless that was the point.
He reached for the gearshift. I turned my stolen gun, aiming the barrel at his gut. He froze.
“Whoa.” His head gave a tiny twitch. “Whoa. Dan? What are you doing?”
“I’ve got a little problem,” I said.
“Me too. It’s that iron you’re pointing at me.”
“Hell is big, right?”
Another head twitch. “Y-yeah. Real big. Gets bigger all the time.”
“Lots of people down here?”
“Most everybody ends up here eventually, far as I can tell.”
“So here’s my problem,” I told him. “I’m in hell for all of five minutes and who comes roaring up? An old pal of mine. Somebody I used to trust. Somebody I mourned. What are the chances of that happening? Two people who know each other, running into each other like this? Those are lottery-winner odds, and I’ve never been that lucky. Now, compounding my problem is the fact that I’m here because of a woman named Naavarasi…who has the ability to change her shape and impersonate anyone, anywhere, anytime.”
I raised the gun so he could get a good look down the muzzle.
“You need to convince me that you’re on the level, right here, right now,” I said, “or my problem is about to become your problem.”
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I heard a distant engine, deep and throaty. The battlewagon was coming back around.
“Glove box,” Spengler said. He swallowed, hard.
I twisted the knob and pulled the flap down. There was a machine inside, on a bed of old yellowed receipts and registration forms. A black iron box with a leather-wrapped handle and a faint amber light flashing silently on a cracked screen. The guts of the box were open, under one corner of broken glass. I saw a circuit board nestled in wet sinew, held in place with strips of ragged, inflamed skin.
“It wasn’t random chance,” he said. “You just weren’t the cargo I was expecting.”
“Explain.”
“Most people in these parts, they just keep doing what they always did. Same with me. New contacts, same job. I’m a scavenger. Damn good one, not to toot my own horn.”
The engine was coming closer. He shot a nervous look at the rearview mirror, sweat glistening on his ruddy cheeks.
“Drive,” I told him.
He hit the gas. While he bought us some distance from the kill squad, I let him sell me a story.
“I found a new crew to run with. Not as much fun as the Vegas gang, and maybe half as forgiving, but lone wolves don’t last long down here. My boss is a guy named Cuddey. He used to work for Al Capone, no joke, so he came to hell with a phone book full of connections and he’s been running a local racket for almost a hundred years now. I showed him that I was an ace at finding the unfindable, and he set me up with a job. Do you know about the Oculus Infernum?”
I shook my head. He pointed to the windshield. In the far distance, down the endless canyon of abandoned stone and rot, a black mountain rose. A hellish Olympus. He turned left at the next intersection, coasting under a dead traffic light. And in the distance, the mountain again. It had moved to stay in front of us, or the landscape had rotated around us. I couldn’t look at it too long; it made my eyes throb, like staring into the sun.
“I’ve never seen it, I mean, nobody has, but legend says it’s up there. ‘Upon the mountain is a labyrinth, and at the heart of the labyrinth is the eye.’ Lucifer built it himself, back when he built this place out of cosmic dust.”
“Okay,” I said, not sure where he was going with this.
“It works like a…like a tractor beam. When a soul comes loose on Earth, dislodged from a body, the Oculus grabs it and pulls it in. Not all souls, I mean, just the damned ones. Mostly. The criteria is real hazy. But it doesn’t just grab people. Do you know where we are right now?”
“The last place I want to be?”
“Dead City. We’re more or less at the heart of hell, and the city gets bigger every year. See, the Oculus doesn’t just grab people. It grabs stuff. Entire buildings even. When something or someplace is forgotten, or tossed away, or just not loved anymore, some part of it, the idea of it, comes down here.”
I looked around. The faded facades of apartment blocks, tattered and drooping awnings, flickered past.
“You’re telling me that buildings have souls?”
He blurted out a nervous laugh. “I’m not a theologian, man. But seeing’s believing. We’re riding in a vintage Fleetwood and I can promise you, this baby wasn’t built in hell. Now, normally there’s no rhyme or reason to the Oculus drops. You’ve gotta be lucky to stumble across them before they get picked clean, and luckier to get away with the goods in one piece.”
I glanced to the box, and its goopy, half-living innards, in the open glove box.
“You’ve got something better than luck,” I guessed.
“C’mon, Dan. Did I ever meet a system I couldn’t game? Cuddey found the angle and once I proved my skills, he cut me in on the action. Only his top guys get these scanners. I don’t know how he did it, but he figured out how the Oculus really works.”
“And the scanner tells you when and where the cargo is coming in.”
“Before it happens,” he said. “Again, don’t ask me how. Anyway, this stretch of town is my beat. I swooped in, hoping I’d grab something good from topside, and…well, here you are.”
“About that. You ever see this happen? A new arrival landing off target?”
“Never. Newcomers go to the airport. Always. No exceptions.”
Except I was one. And a hit team knew exactly where I was going to be. On that note, my big problem was still hanging in the air between us, heavy as the misshapen gun in my hand.
“You’re not telling me anything Naavarasi couldn’t,” I said.
He winced, squeezing the wheel, and made another turn. Up ahead, a ribbon of highway soared over the rooftops and cast the road in shadow. Another stretch of road made a graceful bend in the sky beyond it, suspended at least two hundred feet above the ground.
“I never knew anybody by that name,” he said. “I figure she came along after I…you know?”
They had never met. Naavarasi came into the picture after I watched him die. As part of her master plan for divine ascension, Lauren needed the soul of a dead man named Gilles de Rais. Naavarasi had him. I didn’t realize, when I walked into the rakshasi queen’s restaurant, that I was walking into a trap that had been laid out years ahead of time.
She was playing the longest con I had ever seen, and snaring my brother into her web was only part of the plan. She’d played us, hard: first she convinced us she was a minor threat, an egomaniac who couldn’t weave a plot without bragging long and loud about it. Once we learned that was a lie, a mask she’d been wearing for years, she wormed herself into our good graces by killing a shape-shifter on the Chicago Mob’s payroll.
Later, we found out that the shifter, Kirmira, was Naavarasi’s son. She’d planted him in the ranks, used him to spark a gang war, then stepped in to save the day with a sacrifice of flesh and blood. By the time we figured that out, she’d already made a move to bind both me and Caitlin in ropes of infernal law.
Everyone thought that was her endgame. I knew better. Just like I knew—now, at least—that the last safeguard we had, her “psychic scent” that let us see through her disguises, was yet another con. I knew it. My family, my friends, back in the land of the living…they had no idea. They thought they were safe. And she was coming for them.
“It was after,” was all I told Spengler.
His head bobbed. He saw a strand of hope and latched on to it.
“Okay, so…so she wouldn’t know. About what happened that day.”
That seemed reasonable. No reason she would. There were six people in the room when Spengler died—me, him, and Lauren’s crew of killers—and I was the only one still breathing.
“Meadow Brand tricked me into opening the door,” he said. “She tricked both of us, with a…it was a human-sized mannequin, under an illusion to look like the, uh, company I was expecting. We were going to rush for my panic room, but we never made it. Meadow had seduced me before that, at an airport bar. She got my…you know. My fluids. She made a voodoo doll. I mean, Mama Margaux would kick my ass for calling it that, but it was pretty much a voodoo doll.”
All true. All details that even Naavarasi would have to plumb uncharted depths to learn about. A healthy paranoia was my best weapon right now, but I had to let up a little. I put the gun in my lap, and he puffed out a breath. His shoulders unclenched.
“I need to get to Prince Sitri,” I told him.
“Get to? Like, actually see the man? Nobody sees him. The princes make public appearances once in a blue moon.” He nodded upward. “And we don’t have a moon. That sun? Never goes down, never moves. It gets dark, real dark, but the sun is still there.”
“He’ll see me,” I said.
“Just getting to the palace is a hurdle. Okay, quick geography lesson. Picture Dead City as the middle of hell. All the princely domains are satellites. The city grows from inside, and the princes’ territories get pushed outward.”
“What about the mountain?” I asked.
“Forget the mountain. It’s always in front of you, and you could drive forever and never reach it. Believe me, people have tried. Dead City is where they send any human they don’t have a use for, which is most of us. Welcome, here’s your new home for eternity, you’re on your own. It’s not a prison so much as a big, shitty warehouse for human souls. There are curtain walls to keep the riffraff out of the nicer parts of hell. The gates are guarded and nobody gets through without a good reason.”
“They’ll open for me,” I said. “Sitri knighted me.”
Spengler stared at me. I shrugged.
“I am clearly not up on current events,” he said.
“Well, you’ve been dead. And things have been a little hectic lately.”
Now that I could trust my own eyes—not something I could do a lot of—I was coping with this surprise reunion. More words were twisting around in my gut, and while he drove, thoughtful, they forced their way out of me.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry I let you die.”
“Let me?” He snorted and waved his hand, brushing it away. “You tried, buddy. I know that. I’ve played that scene out in my head a hundred times, trying to figure out a way I could have survived, and I’ve never found one.”
Me neither. I still couldn’t shake the regret.
“Anyway, it’s cool. Hell’s not all that terrible if you’ve got connections, and you know me: I’ve got the hookup, same as it was upstairs.”
“Your boy Cuddey?”
He rapped his knuckles on the steering wheel. “The reason I’m riding in style. I’ve got a pretty sweet pad, too. Not as nice as the one in Vegas, but you’ve gotta adjust your standards down here. Tell me one thing: did you get payback for me?”
“We took out Lauren and her entire crew.” I cast a suspicious glance at the ruins around us. “They’ve got to be down here somewhere.”
“Well, I’m not looking for a reunion. And you’re in luck, because you’re riding with the big guy now. I’ve got you covered. It’s a long hike from here to Prince Sitri’s patch, but I know the way like the back of my hand. Just sit back, relax, and enjoy the ride.”
I appreciated his optimism, but relaxing wasn’t an option. Not until I got word, and a warning, to my family in the land of the living.
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The hospital’s chief of staff, a small man with a cotton fluff of white hair, wanted Jennifer to know there were innocent people here. He repeated it no less than three times. She was getting tired of hearing it.
“And that’s why,” she drawled, “you’re gonna conduct a very quiet evacuation. I know you can’t clear the place out, but anybody nonessential—any staff you can cut loose, any patients you can send home or move to another, bigger hospital—they all gotta go. Pronto.”
He looked past her, craning his neck to see the patient the nurses had been whispering about. They only knew Daniel Faust as “the man in 312.” The man who had been raced in with injuries he shouldn’t have been able to survive and was now lying comatose, intubated, on life support with a fluttering pulse and no measurable brain activity. The man who had arrived with a motley crew of followers who wasted no time—calmly and efficiently—taking over the building. Notifying the police about gunshot wounds was a legal requirement, but after a few soft words and a display of concealed firepower, not a single member of the staff was going to stick their neck out and make the call. Stay quiet and stay out of our way, they were promised, and there won’t be any trouble.
“Who is he?” the administrator whispered.
“Not your problem. Ours. We’re just using the room for a little bit.”
He met Jennifer’s steely gaze. “He’s some kind of gangster, isn’t he? You all are.”
“You could say that. You could also say some very bad people are out looking for him. And if they find him, they’re going to come in shooting. So for your safety, and for your staff and your patients, it’s real important that you all keep your mouths shut. Comprende?”
She sent him off with a nod. Emma was striding down the hallway, phone in hand and chin high, a grim look on her face.
“Where’s our backup?” Jennifer asked.
“Too far away for my liking. Per my authorization, the Court of Jade Tears is sending a security team, but they’re stuck on the tarmac at McCarran. I just spoke to Winslow. His Blood Eagles are making good time on the highway, but they’re at least two hours out.”
Jennifer cursed under her breath. “Got three carloads of Calles bangers on the way, but it’s gonna take them even longer.”
They didn’t even know who had shot Daniel. They’d found his body, but no trace of his accomplices—his brother and his wheel-woman, an old flame from back in the day—or of the loot. Jennifer wanted to believe they’d been ambushed. It was either that or start wondering if Daniel had been betrayed by his own brother. The possibility sent her mind down darker roads than she felt like walking.
What they did know was that by now the Enemy had to know his vault had been looted and who’d done the deed. He’d be looking for revenge in the worst way. He wasn’t the only shark in these waters, either: the reborn Redemption Choir wanted those magical relics like a man in the desert wanted ice water. And if they heard about the heist, but didn’t know someone else had already made off with the goods, they’d be coming in force.
“Once my people arrive, we can see about moving Daniel to a more secure location. Until then…”
Emma’s voice trailed off. Jennifer finished the thought.
“We’re on our own,” she said. “And if things go sideways, this is where we make our stand. Reminds me of the Alamo. Seem to recall that didn’t go real well for the people inside.”
*     *     *

Bentley and Corman’s wealth of magical gear was all at their shop back home in Vegas; here in Seattle, it might as well have been on the moon, a world away and out of reach. This was hostile territory.
Enemy territory, Bentley thought, gazing down at Daniel’s body. His son—that was how he thought of him, they had taken him in as a wild-eyed nineteen-year-old runaway but he was their son, always would be—motionless, the thin sheet moving with the slow machine-driven rise and fall of his bare chest. Daniel had gone up against a creature that could alter the fabric of reality and won; they should have been celebrating his victory right now. None of them had anticipated it ending so badly. But the Enemy was out there, no doubt raging, and if he found his way here…
No time for that. He needed to stay focused. Daniel needed him to stay focused.
Corman’s hand found his. Their fingers twined, curling. Bentley’s husband wasn’t given to empty sentimentality or small talk: the squeeze of his hand was the entire message, all he had to say. They’d get through this together.
Melanie lurched into the hospital room, breathless, a jumble of odds and ends clutched to her chest.
“Got it,” the teenager gasped, “everything you asked for. Cafeteria had most of it.”
She laid her haul out on the bedside table. Three plastic bottles of water, a bag of flour, a bag of salt. The nearest supply closet had yielded up a stack of clean white towelettes.
“What are we doing, anyway?” she asked.
“An experiment of sorts,” Bentley said. “I should have my good tools for this, but we’re no strangers to improvisation.”
Corman tugged open the bag of flour, a little puff of powder bursting from the seal and settling, like snow, on the laminate wood. Bentley plucked at his cuff links, slipped them into his breast pocket, and rolled up his sleeves, fastidious.
“There are as many as three active threats,” Bentley said. “The Enemy, the Redemption Choir, and Daniel’s assailants.”
Melanie shrugged. “Assuming they weren’t the ones who did it. I mean, ambushing Dan and taking the Canton relics? That’s got the RC’s fingerprints all over it, and the new Choir’s more vicious than the old one.”
“A possibility. But if there is another culprit in the mix, and they learn that their work is not yet done…”
“They’ll come here to finish the job,” she said, putting it together.
Bentley turned a bottle of water, blocking the opening with the tip of his finger to wet his skin. Then he dipped his finger into the flour. He drew a swirl of white on Daniel’s pallid brow, a jagged line, a glyph beginning to form.
“Got it in one, kiddo,” Corman said. “But Dan took the bullet in the chest. Unless they fired from a hiding spot, he saw whoever did the deed.”
Bentley started a second glyph on Daniel’s cheek, murmuring under his breath, a soft rainfall of twisting Latin syllables. He paused just long enough to glance over and explain.
“We’re going to attempt a bit of necromancy. Daniel isn’t really dead, but the machinery of the universe is treating him like he is, so…nothing about this situation is remotely ideal, but as the saying goes, ‘needs must, where the devil drives.’”
“You’re going to conjure his spirit?” Melanie said, perking up.
“In theory, it should work. We won’t be able to hold him here for long, not without Caitlin’s help on the other side, but hopefully we can speak with him and learn who, or what, we need to be worried about.”
“Theory,” Corman grunted. “Know what the difference between theory and practice is? Practice is when you find out if the theory was right.”
Mama Margaux burst into the room like a freight train. She steamed over to the far window and beckoned Melanie with the bend of her dark fingers.
“You saw her up close, right? The new leader of the Redemption Choir?”
“Ada Lovelace?” Melanie said. “Yeah, she kinda held me hostage. She’s a psycho.”
“What’s she look like?”
“Just a little older than me, pale. She likes thick, smeared mascara that makes her eyes look like a raccoon mask…”
She walked up to stand at Margaux’s side. The second-floor window offered a clear line of sight across the hospital parking lot.
“Usually dresses in an old gray hoodie, and she has these homemade gloves laced with wires for channeling her magic,” Melanie said, her face falling. “And…she’s standing right down there.”
Waiting, arms crossed, combat gloves on, at the far edge of the lot. Ada leaned against the hood of a white SUV. She had company, a handful of men climbing out to join her, all of them wearing jackets too heavy for the weather.
Margaux looked over her shoulder at Bentley and Corman. “Whatever you two are doing, you best get it done quick.”
“Looks like they’re just sizing things up,” Melanie said.
Margaux turned back to the window. “For the moment. I got a feeling we’re gonna need all hands on deck.”
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Hell’s Apparatus, the bureaucracy that kept the infernal engines running and the wheels greased with blood, operated out of a towering monolith of ebony glass. The skyscraper was a fixture here, standing on a wedge of land belonging to no prince and to all of them at once. Such were the terms of the Cold Peace, the fragile code of laws that had ended hell’s long civil war.
Caitlin stepped off the elevator on the ninety-seventh floor. Smoked-glass doors whisked open at her approach. Then came the cacophony of typewriters. The sound hit her like a storm from all sides, washing down in a clattering steel tempest. The room beyond the doors was a great baroque gallery, lit by dangling globes of softly glowing glass, where hundreds of clerks sat at hundreds of desks arrayed in three tiers on each side, rising up like tall bleachers. The occupants typed furiously upon antique typewriters, none of the machines matching, and filled out official forms. Sweat-drenched messengers were in constant motion, racing from seat to seat in their prim wool suits and neckties, jumping to grab the ledge of the next tier and haul themselves up, legs flailing. Every few seconds a typist would finish a page, signaling the final line with a ding of the typewriter platen, yank out the sheet and hold it up in the air. Inevitably, a messenger was already on the move, snatching it out of their hand and bringing it to another typist on the opposite side of the room.
Caitlin watched the runners, intuited their flow, and planted herself square in one’s path. She knew, from painful experience, that the only way to get attention here was to demand it. He bounced on his feet, red-faced and panting.
“Soul logistics,” she said. “Point me in the right direction, and I’ll let you get back to work.”
“Three hundred and fifteenth floor,” he gasped. “Please, I’m losing productivity—”
“I just came from there. That’s cambion soul logistics. I need human soul logistics.”
A vein bulged on the side of his neck. “Thirty-first floor—”
“No,” Caitlin said, leaning in closer and looming over him. “That used to be human soul logistics, but they apparently relocated it. The department is now, for reasons I cannot fathom, an empty room filled with over one hundred saw-toothed bear traps, an antique paper map of Cuba, and a sign that reads ‘Steve Was Here.’”
“Upper management decision! Not my fault!” he squeaked, bouncing from foot to foot. He was a living spring made of nervous energy and raw fear.
“Human soul logistics,” Caitlin said, “the correct directions, or I start breaking things. And I don’t mean the typewriters.”
He directed her up three flights of stairs and then, though he couldn’t quite articulate why, down two more. She followed a curving corridor, her boot heels clicking on polished white marble, the walls clad in carefully harvested sheets of skin. Her final destination—she hoped—was an unmarked office door at the end.
The room beyond was a shambles, a jumble of tables placed randomly under a dangling, slowly swinging bare lightbulb. The tables stood piled high with binders, loose scattered printouts on old green-lined dot matrix sheets, and bulky television sets. Most of the TVs showed test patterns or silent cowboy movies; she watched a lantern-jawed hero firing his gun, riding into a black-and-white sunset. At the heart of the room, a pyramid of even more televisions stood cold and dark.
As she entered, they woke, screens flickering and resolving into a trio of mismatched eyes: one bright and blue, one bloodshot and hazel, and one of pure black, all pupil and nothing else, under fluttering lashes. A voice—androgynous, reedy—echoed from every TV in the room.
“Humans are not allowed beyond…oh. My mistake. My mistake and apologies, hound.”
“Have we met?” Caitlin asked the pyramid.
“No, but you are the Wingtaker. I consider your career to be…aspirational. How can I serve?”
“I’m seeking a human soul. He was supposed to have recently arrived in the vestibule, but he wasn’t there and he wasn’t recorded on the intake manifest.”
Not far from Caitlin’s feet, the bend of a wrist-thick tentacle snaked between table legs. It was a blend of wet flesh and machine, raw meat shot through with colored plastic cables. When she spoke, the tentacle quivered and pulled back.
“I’m afraid that’s impossible,” the televisions said, but the reaction had already given the game away.
“I would like you to check, regardless,” she said. “Faust. Daniel Faust.”
Throughout the room, test patterns flickered. One TV started playing a sign-off recording, with a grainy American flag rippling on the convex screen. On another, as the tentacle began slithering along the floor, the black-and-white cowboy shifted to a tin-plate flying saucer drifting past the surface of a Styrofoam moon.
“Checking on that. One moment.”
The tip of a second tentacle, wrapping around a table leg like a climbing vine, poked at a stray binder and flipped its cover open. It began leafing through a ream of printouts.
“May I ask you something?” the voice said.
“You may.”
“Why are you wearing that human disguise?”
“I’m accustomed to it,” Caitlin said.
“I…see.”
She tilted her head. Her eyes narrowed as she waited under the swaying, dangling bulb. Every time it swung wide, casting her in shadow, her irises turned to molten copper.
“I detect,” she said, “a note of disapprobation.”
“Nothing of the kind. It’s just that you spend a great deal of time on Earth.”
“I am Prince Sitri’s hound. Seeing to his territory and its security is my job.”
“Yes, but…”
“But?” she said.
“He has territory here, too. I’m sorry, this is…this is beyond my station—”
“Speak freely,” Caitlin said.
“People are talking.”
“About?”
She glanced to the table where the tentacle tip, nuzzling a sheet of green-lined paper, had stopped moving. Her gaze shifted back to the pyramid of televisions.
“Some see you as something of an absentee sheriff,” the televisions said, crackling with a wash of static. “Others, emboldened, are questioning your ultimate loyalties. You seem to have certain sympathies for humanity, when their subjugation is in hell’s best interests.”
“I stand for Prince Sitri’s best interests,” Caitlin said. “His will is my mandate to enforce. And if someone doesn’t like how I do my job, they’re more than welcome to talk to my whip.”
The screens across the room shivered, seized by a blur of digital snow, before snapping back into focus.
“I didn’t mean it like that,” the televisions said. “It’s just that for some of us…I was born and raised in Tiberii Slide. Like you.”
“Ah.”
“When you were appointed, I don’t need to tell you what people said about it. You heard them.”
Of course she had. The position of a hound was traditionally granted to hereditary nobles, the sons and daughters of hell’s elite families, the cream of the most revered—and wealthy—crop. Sitri had bucked tradition by giving the highest honor of his court not just to a commoner, but to what an outraged duke referred to as “the lowest kind of Slide gutter trash.”
She had silenced her most obnoxious critics by challenging them to duels and walking away with their spines in one hand and their torn-out tongues in the other. But the voices never really went away. The worst were the ones who assumed Sitri had done it as one of his dark jokes, that she was meant to fail, to show that “her kind” couldn’t do the job. She knew it wasn’t true.
But.
“Point?” Caitlin asked.
“We’re all counting on you. You’re the first daughter of the Slide to stand at a prince’s left hand.”
“True.”
“If you fall,” the televisions said, “you’ll be the last.”
Caitlin pointed to the open binder across the room.
“I’m curious,” she said, “why you clearly found what you were looking for and immediately changed the subject instead of sharing it with me.”
Another blast of nervous snow blanketed the dozen or so screens. The eyes on the pyramid of vintage TVs, one by one, squinted like they were in pain.
“The Oculus Infernum is perfect,” the televisions said. “All inbound souls are recorded on the official manifest.”
“That’s what they claimed at the airport.” Caitlin raised one hand. A burgundy nail brushed against her chin. “But you have more information than they do. And there’s something you aren’t saying.”
“I could get in a great deal of trouble over this,” the voice said, quivering.
“I know for a fact that my consort is in hell,” she said, “and everyone in the Apparatus is telling me that he isn’t. You have no idea how much trouble I’m about to cause if I don’t start getting answers.”
Silence. The TV broadcasting a flag-waving sign-off shifted to a long, static pan across a crowded cemetery, sliding over row after row of identical white tombstones. Caitlin waited, standing on the last threads of her patience, until the voice returned.
“Will you protect me?” it asked.
“You have my word of honor,” Caitlin said. “We children of the Slide have to look out for one another. Whatever happens next, your name stays out of it.”
“The Apparatus has six hundred and sixty-six layers of management—”
“And at least six hundred and sixty are redundant and useless,” she said.
The sudden swell of static sounded like a sigh of relief.
“Not long ago I found…a discrepancy, where there should be no discrepancy. I reported it to my superior, who reported it to their superior, and so on and so on. The verdict came back along with a formal reprimand: I did not see what I thought I saw. I was ordered to destroy the files containing the evidence of what I did not see, and to remain silent henceforth.”
The light bulb swung. In the shadows, Caitlin’s eyes became a swirl of copper sparks.
“Explain,” she said.
“I found errors. Not many. One or two souls, here and there, at irregular intervals. Instead of being delivered to the vestibule, they were deposited directly into Dead City at a location I couldn’t pinpoint. Their names were not added to the manifest of souls, concealing the mistake. Other times, it appears that the Oculus removed certain souls from hell, directing them to places unknown.”
“Are you telling me,” Caitlin said, “that one of the core engines of hell is…broken?”
“That is one possibility. The other, which I fear more, is that the Oculus has been compromised. That someone, and I couldn’t begin to speculate on who or how they could achieve such a thing, has been using it to move people in and out of hell, whenever they desire, for decades under a cloak of silence.”
Caitlin’s hand fell to the handle of her whip. Her fingers curled around the cold brass.
“And your superiors not only refused to investigate,” she said, her voice deadly soft, “but covered it up.”
“It was half politics. Half religion. The Oculus was created by Lucifer himself. Among my superiors who consider themselves members of the Loyalist creed or members of the Sect of the Steadfast Flame—”
“Let me guess,” Caitlin murmured. “Doctrine holds that the father of demonkind, our creator, was incapable of making anything imperfect. Therefore even the suggestion that the Oculus is malfunctioning is heresy.”
“And forbidden to discuss. Meanwhile, among the Reformists, while they’re willing to accept that the problem is real, they’re also terrified of being taken to account for not noticing it sooner. Because if word got out, the ax would have to fall. Someone would have to be held responsible. Probably whoever called attention to it in the first place. That’s how it usually works around here.”
“Easier to sweep it under the rug and pretend it isn’t happening,” she said.
“I imagine it would demand a response if the glitches were bigger, but compared to the sheer number of humans who arrive in hell every single day, one or two misrouted souls a month basically amounts to a rounding error. Easy to ignore, if you’re determined to.” The voice paused. “Today, though. That’s different.”
“Different how?”
The tentacle of meat and wire curled its tip around the edge of a printout, tearing it from the three-ring binder. It slid across the room, rising to hold the sheet up for Caitlin’s inspection. Seven entries. Where there should have been names, like on the official manifest, there was random machine gibberish; only the time stamps remained.
“Seven souls, the highest ever in one batch. As you can see, first there were six, all at once. Then, twenty minutes later, a final misrouted human soul.”
Daniel.
Caitlin still wasn’t sure what had happened at the end of his heist, or who had gunned her lover down; the list of potential suspects was as long as her arm. She couldn’t figure out the purpose, either. Surely, anyone in a position to send Daniel to hell would know that he’d be received as a knight of Sitri’s court. If the assassination had worked, and he wasn’t still alive on a hospital bed waiting to be reunited with his soul, he’d be trapped in hell forever—but still dangerous. He’d be able to reveal his killer’s identity and ensure, at the very least, vengeance would be done.
Unless his killer had found a way to commandeer the Oculus Infernum. And had planned it all out ahead of time, dispatching a team of hell-bound hunters who would intercept him upon arrival and seal his eternal silence.
“These seven souls,” she said. “Where are they right now?”
“Somewhere in Dead City. I’m sorry, that’s the best I can offer. And I wouldn’t set foot in that place without an armed convoy. There is a lead you might follow, though. I was looking into it myself when I was ordered to stop.”
“I’m listening.”
“One of the humans, a man named Cuddey. Many lost souls make a living by scavenging the city, hoping to stumble across a fresh trove of supplies when the streets expand themselves. He’s built a very prosperous network of elite scavengers. Too successful to explain by random chance. Rumor has it that he’s discovered a way of predicting incoming cargo drops before they happen. If that’s true—and that’s a very, very large if, considering I can’t figure out how a human might accomplish such a thing—perhaps he could locate newly arrived souls as well.”
“Tell me where to find him,” Caitlin said.
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My suit was still damp. I shifted in the passenger seat of Spengler’s pink Cadillac, watching the city roll by. This stretch showed signs of life. People, ragged and feral, were living in the ruins. I saw trash-can fires, tent cities inside burned-out department store windows. A group of men huddled around a makeshift grill. One turned a spit over the glowing coals, the scavenged metal spear lined with skinned, misshapen rats.
“Most important rule down here,” Spengler told me, “you have to protect your heart.”
“That’s always good advice.”
“No. I mean literally.” He took one hand off the steering wheel and rubbed his fingers together. “We aren’t flesh and blood anymore. These are soul-bodies, spiritual projections. They’ll regrow from just about any damage they take, but the heart? That’s where all the stuff that creates a soul is tangled up. Everything that makes you you. Lose your heart—if somebody rips it out, burns it, eats it—it’s game over. Death for the dead. You cease to exist, like you never were.”
“We can come back from anything? Any damage at all?”
“Anything but the heart. It’s not as sweet as it sounds. Not in hell. Like you can feel hunger pangs, dehydration, even starvation, but you won’t die from it.”
I nodded back over my shoulder. “I think I saw some people cooking rats back there.”
Spengler’s cheek twitched, an involuntary wince.
“Skrabbits. Nasty little fucks. Like overgrown sewer rats with a taste for human blood. Some of the princes breed new life forms and set them loose in the city. Sometimes to cull the population, sometimes just for fun. And a few are always working on new weapons, in case another civil war ever breaks out. Humans make perfect test subjects. But yeah, skrabbits make for a decent bite. You get hungry enough, you’ll be surprised what you’re willing to eat.”
He paused, then shrugged as we rolled under another curl of the aerial highway. The ribbon of road had no struts or visible means of suspension, but it hovered hundreds of feet above the city and curved out of sight beyond the rooftops.
“To be fair,” he added, “it’s all about the spices. Cook skrabbit the right way, it tastes like roast chicken. Hand to God, it really does. You get used to it.”
I wasn’t planning on staying that long. And I was still working out the possibilities behind limitless regeneration.
“What about decapitation?” I asked.
“Oh, that’s real bad. You’ll grow a new head. Eventually, I mean, after months of inconceivable agony. It happens. The stuff they do to people down here, you can’t imagine.”
I didn’t know about that. I had a pretty nasty imagination when I put my mind to it. I nodded upward, to the curling highway in the sky.
“Feels like we’d be safer up there.”
“And that’s where we’re headed, buddy.” Spengler craned his neck at the next intersection, hunting for something. “Just gotta find the right on-ramp. Skyway’s the quickest way to get to the princes’ domains. Still have to deal with the checkpoints, but if you’re really a knight, that shouldn’t be a…damn it.”
The Cadillac jolted to a stop. Up on our left, a sharp rise of concrete abruptly ended in a pile of rubble and the crushed ruin of a three-story building. Fallen slabs of stone had caved in a wall, exposing the building’s asbestos-clogged arteries and a ruptured twist of faded checkerboard linoleum. Spengler waved a frustrated hand at a neighboring wall, where someone had sprayed a six-foot-tall graffiti tag in royal purple: a crown, broken in half by a jagged bolt of lightning.
“Redemption Choir. I hate those guys.” 
I glanced sidelong at him. “You have the Redemption Choir down here, too?”
“Of course. Dead revolutionaries don’t stop being revolutionaries, pal. They just get angrier. And they love blowing up the infrastructure around here. Normally that’s fine for those of us who hang our hats in Dead City, because they’re all about toppling the demonic royalty and they don’t hurt humans unless they decide you’re a collaborator, but…”
“But that was our on-ramp,” I said, looking at the debris.
He threw the Caddy into reverse and turned in his seat, watching over his shoulder.
“It’s cool, I know another one. Little bit of a hike and we have to go through a nasty stretch of town, but it’s doable as long as we get to the other side before dark. You do not want to be in Ecko’s neighborhood after nightfall.”
Not a name I expected to hear. “Ecko. Damien Ecko?”
“That’s the dude. Every once in a while, some new arrival moves in with enough clout to build a following: my boss Cuddey, case in point. Sometimes they turn warlord, decide to take territory and set themselves up as local chieftains. Usually they make a good run of it, until somebody bigger and scarier comes along to knock ’em off their throne, or they get swallowed by one of their neighbors. But you don’t want to get too big, or the demons take notice and stomp you flat. They don’t want any humans getting enough support to spark a rebellion.”
I felt the shift as we crossed the invisible borderland between territories. The air was colder here, the light of the black sun taking on a sickly yellow tint. No sign of refugees, no squatters roasting mutant rats in the ruins. Nothing at all. And beyond the rumble of the Cadillac’s tires and the steady thrum of the engine, absolute silence.
“Most controlled territory is pretty safe, compared to the rest of Dead City,” Spengler said. “The gangs police their own, and they’re not looking for trouble. They might charge you a toll for passage, but that’s about it. That said…this is not one of those places.”
We rolled past a wall where someone had daubed an Egyptian eye in rust-red paint. No, I thought. That’s not paint. I noticed Spengler was slowing down; the needle on the speedometer dipped to twenty. He saw me looking and answered my unspoken question.
“Don’t want to make too much noise,” he said. “Ecko’s neighborhood sleeps until dark. We don’t want to stir things up. And I mean things, not people. It’s only two more blocks.”
We passed another intersection and another Egyptian eye smeared on a fractured window, marking territory.
“This guy’s a heavyweight,” Spengler said. “Came down here not long ago and took over this patch pretty much overnight. Rumor has it he’s a mummy. A real, honest-to-God mummy, like in the movies.”
“He is,” I said. “I killed him.”
The blood drained from Spengler’s ruddy cheeks.
“I…would have liked to have known that sooner,” he told me.
“We probably should have gone around.”
“No can do. East of here, the streets are all barricaded for another quarter mile or so. Used to be Gilles de Rais’s turf and he walled off the whole damn thing with debris, didn’t want anyone moving in or out.”
Another name from my recent past. And more disturbing than the first one.
“De Rais,” I echoed. “We’re talking about the French knight? Rode with Joan of Arc? Murdered a few hundred children?”
“One certified scary motherfucker. Scary crew, too. Cannibals. There’s a lot of that down here. You can lock a guy up, cut pieces off him to eat, wait till they grow back, and boom, you’ve got a fresh meal. I mean, I’d never try it, but some people think it’s a tasty treat compared to hunting skrabbits.”
“And he was a warlord for how long, would you say?”
“Long time, from what I hear. Longer than most. Like I said, he kept his patch closed off and under total lockdown. Whatever he and his boys were up to, he didn’t want anybody poking into it. Not long ago—just a little after I died—he up and vanished. No word, no explanation, just gone. I don’t know what happened to his crew. I figure they broke up and drifted off.”
My empty stomach growled.
I was smelling the memory of Naavarasi’s restaurant. The rich spices, the curl of steam in the air, the aroma of roasted meats and peppers. It was our first meeting, and I was there to deny an asset to my enemy. I had no idea, back then, that a far worse threat was sitting right across the table from me.
“In the 1400s,” I had told her, “a man named Gilles de Rais sold you his soul. Do you still have it?”
“My little knight? Of course I do! He’s a faithful guardian and servant.”
“I’d like to buy him from you.”
We made a trade—the knight’s soul in a bottle in exchange for the name of a spy in Prince Malphas’s court—and I went on my merry way. Lauren Carmichael had been after de Rais, wanting his help for a project intended to catapult her to godhood. In the end, she got catapulted out a skyscraper window, and I never did learn what she needed from him.
I had assumed de Rais was an earthbound spirit, kept in that soul-bottle and let out to possess a victim whenever Naavarasi needed work done. But he was here. He “disappeared” from hell because she conjured him up for me.
And whatever you were doing behind those walls, I thought, whatever you didn’t want hell’s eyes to see, you were doing it for her.
Naavarasi was a baron in Prince Malphas’s court. She had property within his borders, presumably a palace of her own. There was only one reason to keep her “faithful guardian and servant” sequestered in the squalid ruins of Dead City: whatever he was working on, it would burn them both if the truth got out.
“And…there we go,” Spengler said. He leaned back in his seat. “Out the other side, no fuss, no muss. Should be smooth sailing until the next on-ramp. We’ll have you at Prince Sitri’s front door in no time. Y’know, out of all the courts you could have gone with, you picked a pretty good one.”
“Yeah?”
“Most of the entertainment in hell comes out of the Jade Tears domain. They’ve even got a TV station set up. Only three channels, but when you’re facing eternal boredom, three channels is a sweet deal.”
“Can’t quite picture a demonic sitcom,” I said.
“Nah, that’s a human’s job. Art, music, creativity in general—most demons aren’t any good at that kind of thing. Lucifer was trying to create his own species, humans but better. In most categories, you could argue that he nailed it. Demons are stronger than humans, faster, tougher…but creativity is a puzzle he just couldn’t crack. We got the spark, they don’t. All the princes have their niche in terms of the humans they collect and what they do with ’em, but Sitri tries to snap up artists first and foremost.”
That tracked. The trickster prince had a penchant for starting conspiracies and coup attempts against himself, simply for the fun of it. Understandable he’d want to surround himself with people who could keep him entertained.
“He’s got a whole bureaucracy set up to manage his whims. Courts and sub-courts and administrators. This one demon, her entire job is judging the souls of people who made bad musical adaptations on Earth.”
“What if they don’t end up down here?”
“Oh, no,” he said. “If you make a bad musical, you automatically go to hell. Iron-clad rule.”
He sounded uncomfortably serious. I was going to ask another question when my stomach lurched.
Then it knotted, cramps racking my body. I doubled over in my seat.
“Buddy?” Spengler said. “You, uh, okay there?”
The cramps spread. The muscles in my arms and legs convulsed, spasming. I tried to answer Spengler but my jaw was clenched, locked tight as my teeth chattered and my tongue twisted in my mouth. My vision started to blur. The world went gray, then crimson, then black.
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“We’ve got him!”
Bentley was at Daniel’s bedside, hands out, his open palms raised to the overhead lights. Melanie was on the other side, mirroring his pose, the cords of her neck straining as she channeled her energy into the rite. Her face erupted in a butterfly-wing mask of blue veins, her half-demon blood boiling to the surface, and her eyes billowed with egg-yolk ink. She squeezed them shut. Corman stood at the foot of the bed, repeating a Latin chant: an invocation to the dead.
Daniel’s body, his face, arms, and legs marked with flour sigils, bucked against the hospital bed. An image formed above his chest, the air shimmering like a heat mirage. The mirage captured a shadow, a blur at first, a vaguely human silhouette. Then it took on form, color, becoming a reflection viewed in the rippling waters of a pond. Daniel’s face, one watery hand reaching out as if grasping for help.
“Son,” Bentley said. “Can you hear us? Can you see us? We need to know who hurt you.”
A voice emerged from the mirage. Sputtery, cut off here and there, the cadence of a radio passing through patches of bad reception.
“—me. The techniques—all a con. She could be—protect—”
The vision imploded. It folded in upon itself with a pulse of scarlet, sucking in a rush of air and vanishing with a single wet pop.
*     *     *

I saw another world, in a halo of blinding light. My eyes stung and my veins burned. I was a twisting knot of nothing that couldn’t do anything but hurt. Then I saw them—Bentley, Corman, Melanie, giants from my perspective, and the sanitized walls of a hospital room at their backs. I tried to shout, to warn them. I could already feel hell trying to pull me back, to reclaim a wayward soul. No escape for the damned.
“Listen, Teddy shot me. He’s on Naavarasi’s leash and that isn’t all. The techniques we used to spot her, the psychic scent—it was all a con. She could be there right now. Protect yourselves!”
The vision wrenched around me, spinning nauseously, and then collapsed.
I slammed back into my body, jolting against the vinyl bucket seat. Eyes wide and fixed straight ahead on the ruins of a nightmare city. A world away from my family and the place I belonged.
“Dan?” Spengler said. He had stopped the car.
“I’m fine,” I said. “Drive.”
He drove. I was a long way from fine. My people were out there, without me, and with a literal man-eating tigress in their midst. I could only hope my warning had gotten through.
Up ahead, behind a row of gunshot-riddled Berlin office blocks, I saw the rise of another on-ramp. Spengler slowed down. Then he stopped the car again.
“Uh-uh,” he said. “We can’t go this way.”
I squinted at the road, trying to see what he was seeing, as he put the Cadillac in reverse. He backed up to the closest intersection, hooked a turn, and drove down a side street instead.
“What’s going on?”
“Trap,” he said. “Ambush up there, right next to the ramp. Happens a lot. The skyway is for people going to the princes’ territories. Which sometimes means people with good stuff on ’em. Could be Redemption Choir, too, looking for some ‘monarchist collaborators’ to torture.”
“I didn’t see anyone.”
“Well, I did. You’re going to have to trust me, Dan. You might be a big shot up on Earth, but down here, I’ve got a little more experience than you do. I know the ropes.”
I didn’t know about that. An eye for trouble was an eye for trouble, unless hell’s carjackers were able to turn invisible. I kept the peace and changed the subject.
“You learned fast,” I said.
“Had to. You know me, I’m good at testing the waters, finding a solid crew to run with.”
“Cuddey.”
He nodded. “He found me. I was damn lucky, too. I mean, I had to prove myself, but once I did he took me in.”
I glanced to the closed glove box. His tracker, the device that picked up incoming cargo drops—and me—was still nestled inside.
“And set you up with the scavenging job,” I said.
“And this sweet-ass ride,” he said with a grin, patting the steering wheel. “I’m not just a scavenger. I run errands for him. Pick someone up here, drop ’em off there, deliver messages—sensitive stuff, nothing he’d trust to just anybody. Because I always get the job done. The man’s an operator, like me times ten. He’s got ways, means, and big plans.”
“Big plans, huh?” I tilted my head. “What kind?”
“I’m not in the know. I’m getting there, though, working my way into the inner circle. Like I said before, some people try to take too much territory, or get loud and flashy about it—next thing you know, you’ve got demon shock troops kicking in your door and burning the neighborhood down. Cuddey, though? He’s smart. He keeps most of his operation underwater. Like an iceberg. You’d like him, Dan. I’d take you to meet him if you were sticking around. I think you’d be impressed.”
He paused at the next intersection. Then he took a long hard look down the right-hand road and shook his head. He drove straight through. I didn’t see anything there but broken bricks and rotting trash.
“Another ambush?” I asked.
“Didn’t like the look of that street. We’ll go around. I’ll tell ya, pal, you can’t be too careful down here. It’s more than dog eat dog. There’s no government, no cops, no rules but what we make. Also, you can’t go anyplace worse than hell, and we’re all stuck down here forever. People turn feral in this kind of habitat. You can’t trust anybody. They’ll stab you in the back, every time.”
“Maybe so, but…sounds like the locals could make things better if they wanted to. If everybody worked together.”
“Never gonna happen. Put people under stress and their true colors come out. Nine times out of ten, that means they go rotten as roadkill. The real difference between us and the demons is that they’re proud of what they really are. We hide it and lie to each other so we can pretend we’re good people.”
I didn’t agree with that. I’d met too many good people, genuinely down-to-the-bone good ones, to ever buy that line of thinking. I wasn’t one of them, but I’d met them. But now two things were bothering me, two problems running on parallel tracks, and I put on a genial smile while danger bells rang out in the back of my mind.
This wasn’t Spengler.
I didn’t think he’d been replaced by Naavarasi. I meant he wasn’t the same man I knew in the land of the living. That Spengler had been gregarious, charming if sometimes clueless, an optimist to the end. I’d had to bail him out of trouble more than once, and every single time it was because he trusted the wrong person a little too much. He wanted to trust people. Not a great character trait for somebody who made a living on the black market, but I always admired that about him. Not anymore. Life in hell had burned that bright spot out of him.
What hadn’t changed was a bigger problem. Spengler was a social climber. He latched on to people and used them to make his way up the ladder. Playing errand boy for a local gangster might have been humiliating for some people—free Cadillac or not—but not for him. He would look at it as an investment. The harder he worked, the more he insinuated himself into his new boss’s orbit, the more tastes of the high life he could enjoy. Perfectly in character for the man I used to know. Made sense. Here was what didn’t.
I was a knight of the Court of Jade Tears. I knew Prince Sitri personally. One of the most powerful demons in all of creation, a being who could make dreams come true and bestow riches with a wave of his hand.
So why the hell wasn’t Spengler asking me for an introduction?
He should have been clamped onto me like a lamprey. Instead, he was acting like he planned to drop me off at the gate and go back to work. He hadn’t even asked me to put in a good word for him. Why? My mind chewed at the question, circling back around to the only answer that fit: because he knew there wouldn’t be an opportunity. Because he wasn’t actually taking me to the prince.
My fingertip slid along the fuzzy, mold-caked grip of the stolen gun on my lap.
For a second, I considered tossing him out at the side of the road and stealing the car. Then I crossed it off the list of options. Maybe I was just being paranoid. Maybe he had some bad blood with Sitri’s people, and he didn’t want to tell me about it. This was Spengler. I knew him. He was my friend before he died. Hell couldn’t change a person that much.
Besides, I had no idea where we were, which direction would take me to Sitri’s territory, or how far away it was. I was a stranger in a foreign land, lost without a map. Trustworthy or not, the man sitting next to me was my only guide. All I could do right now was keep my eyes open, hold my gun close, and go along for the ride.
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A body crashed against the mirrored bar, shattering bottles and glass, falling to the taproom floor in a storm of wet razored shards. Caitlin was already turning, dealing with the man running up behind her with a scrap-metal knife in his sweaty grip. She twirled on her heel, threw a backfist punch, and turned his throat to crushed scarlet pulp. He dropped like a rock, eyes bulging, fingers scrabbling at the caved-in ruin of his neck. His parted lips, slowly turning blue, let out a feeble whine.
He wasn’t alone. Five other patrons of the Hot Brew were strewn across the blood-spattered wooden floorboards, some in ragged pieces. When the first two had jumped her, thinking they’d add a prince’s hound to their long list of successful murders, she ripped one’s arm off and used it to beat his friend’s face into a featureless crater.
At least that was amusing, and good exercise. Now she was starting to get annoyed.
This place had been a bar in its earthly incarnation, and when it was drawn into Dead City some enterprising human had brought it back to life. They’d scavenged tables—a couple of them broken now, reduced to snapped wood and splinters by the fall of bodies—and built a still out of dirty tubing and antique copper. When Caitlin walked through the door, some of the customers had made a quick, nervous exit; others huddled in their seats, sinking low, watching the demoness with wide eyes. The smart ones kept their hands where she could see them, open and empty.
“I have been gracious,” she announced to the room. “I have allowed you all to keep your hearts.”
The last one to drop, streaming a river of blood from his throat, squirmed toward her on his belly. He reached a shaky hand for his knife. Caitlin rolled her eyes; some people just didn’t know when to quit.
The heel of her boot came down on the back of his hand. Small bones crackled and snapped. The tiny warble of air from his puffy lips became a steam-whistle screech.
“You’ll live. I encourage you to spend your recuperation contemplating the virtues of obedience.” She cast her gaze across the room, copper motes whirling in her eyes. “Now then. I’m going to ask one more time before I escalate to harsher measures. Where. Is. Cuddey?”
No answers. The bartender, his face painted in blood spray, crouched low and peeked over the end of the bar. At the back of the room, the still chugged and coughed, a mechanical hum under the groans and whimpers of the fallen. Caitlin took a breath.
“As you like it,” she said. “One of you has the information I need. The option to surrender it peacefully has just expired.”
She took a step. Then a door at the back of the room, next to the still, swung wide. She looked to the new arrival. He was tall and lean, draped in a shabby leather duster, a Stetson cocked on his shoulder-length straw-blond mane. A scraggly peach-fuzz goatee circled his mouth, lips twisted in an arrogant smile.
“You wanted me,” he said, holding out his open hands. “You got me.”
“You could have saved your friends some pain.”
He cast a look at the writhing bodies on the floor.
“Not my friends,” he said. “Customers. And they should have known better. Only a fool challenges a prince’s hound.”
“And you’re no fool.”
“I am not.” He inclined his head. “Cuddey, at your service. And what does Prince Sitri’s left hand ask of a humble merchant?”
“I’m told that you’ve developed a means of tracking people who pass through the Oculus Infernum.”
He gave her a tiny headshake. “I don’t know what you’re—”
“A lie,” Caitlin said, “but an understandable one. You think I’m here to confiscate your device. I am not. Give me the information I need, and you can continue…doing whatever it is that you do here.”
He considered her for a moment, peach fuzz wriggling as he chewed on his bottom lip.
“I can track things,” he said, tentative. “Tracking human souls would be pointless. Everyone arrives at the same place. Train station. I mean, I hear it’s an airport now. It was a train station back in ’38 when I first got here.”
Caitlin closed the distance between them. Slow, prowling like a panther approaching a juicy chunk of meat. She lowered her voice.
“Except we both know that isn’t true,” she said.
He almost denied it. She saw the flicker of a lie in his eyes. It crumbled before it could reach his lips.
“That’s dangerous knowledge,” he said. “We don’t put a lot of stock in religion around here, but I’m told that among your people, it’s heresy to even suggest that hell isn’t a perfect machine.”
“I’m a pragmatist,” Caitlin said. “Lucifer has been missing for a very long time. And machines break. When my automobile breaks down, I don’t plug my ears and pretend everything is fine, nor do I pray for a miracle to fix it. I call a mechanic.”
“I guess there’s no point in denying it. Yeah. Not often, but every now and then, we get a soul mixed in with the cargo. Now, if you’re going to ask me why it happens, that I can’t tell you.”
“No need. I’m looking for one specific soul, who arrived today. A human named Daniel Faust.”
Cuddey took a half step back. He couldn’t hide the flash of recognition.
“You know his name,” Caitlin said.
“Maybe,” he said. “This guy…what’s he to you?”
“My lover,” she said.
Cuddey froze. His practiced poise, his cocky swagger, fell off him like sheets of melting ice. Suddenly he looked like a cornered rat with his tail in a trap.
“I didn’t know,” he said. “I…had no idea. You have to understand, I never would’ve—”
She got closer. Close enough to feel the hot wash of his shaky breath, to smell the floral tang of cheap gin.
“Understand this,” Caitlin said, locking eyes with him. “This is not my prince’s business. This is mine. That man is the most valuable thing in this world or any other to me, and I will tear hell apart—brick by brick, limb by limb—to get him back. If the next words out of your mouth aren’t a complete and full confession of whatever you’re so desperately trying to hide, I will eat your heart.”
“Okay,” he said. “Okay.”
She waited.
“You aren’t the only one who knows,” he said. “About the Oculus glitching out.”
Not a glitch, she thought. Sabotage. She couldn’t prove it yet, but her intuition said there was a scheme at work. And with the entire Apparatus in collective denial, refusing to do anything about it, the weight of this problem was all on her shoulders.
She was used to it.
“You also aren’t the only hound who came to see me today,” he said.
She answered him with an expectant silence.
“You know the one they call Royce? Prince Malphas’s hound.”
“I do.”
Her face was a mask of stone, but her thoughts were racing. Could Royce have found out, on his own, about the misrouted souls? She hated giving him credit for anything, but the man wasn’t stupid; no reason he couldn’t have stumbled across it on his own. And he wouldn’t have told her about it, for the same reason she had no intention of telling him: in the endless cold war between the courts of hell, information was both currency and a weapon.
“He told me that a human just kicked the bucket and was on his way down. Then he told me that he knew—not a guess, I mean he was one-hundred-percent certain—that he was going to land in Dead City instead of the airport. To be honest, it was…look, I had no idea this guy was anything to you.”
“Being honest is a good idea. Keep doing it.”
“I’m just saying, don’t shoot the messenger, okay? Royce knew everything. He didn’t come out and say it, but reading between the lines, it sounded like he was the one who shot your guy. Now, exactly how he knew that Faust was gonna end up in Dead City, that I can’t say…but like I told you, he knew. He told me that Faust was a knight of the Jade Tears, and that’s why he wanted to snatch him.”
“Royce confessed to you,” Caitlin said, “that he intended open warfare against my court?”
Cuddey shook his head. “Nah, that’s not it. He wasn’t going to hurt the guy. The plan was to grab him, put a sack over his head, and drive south, into the heart of Prince Malphas’s territory. Then he was going to ‘catch him in the act.’ You know, make it look like Faust was trying to infiltrate, spying for Sitri. There’d be a big diplomatic incident and Sitri would have egg on his face.”
“And you told him what he wanted to know?”
“I wasn’t in a position to refuse. Now, my gadgets only track arrivals. I knew where your boy Faust was going to land, but that’s it. Assuming Royce snatched him, they have to be on their way to Malphas’s territory as we speak. If I were you, I’d head down there and camp out at the gates. They’ll show up eventually.”
Caitlin thought about it. She nodded.
“That…is a very interesting tale,” she said.
“I’m happy to help. If I knew anything else—”
“And a complete fabrication,” Caitlin said, cutting him off. “An elegant lie, designed to send me on a wild goose chase. You made a few fatal errors, though. The most glaring being that Daniel died at the end of a heist committed without the knowledge or involvement of anyone from Royce’s court. Royce didn’t shoot Daniel. He didn’t come to see you today—and I could confirm that with a phone call, though I don’t think I need to. He doesn’t even know what happened yet. But that leads me to a pair of questions.”
He eyed her, uncertain. “Yeah?”
“How did you know my lover’s name, given that you didn’t hear it from Royce?” Caitlin loomed close. “And considering the many, many ways a human can die…how did you know that he was shot?”
She watched him waver, torn between denials, looking for a second like he might cut and run—then he held his ground, pushed his shoulders back, and smiled. Cocky. Confident. Too confident, for a mere mortal standing in her path.
“Can’t say I didn’t try. Have to give me credit for that. We knew you’d come hunting. Weren’t sure you’d even make it this far, but we figured we could spin you around, send you in the wrong direction. Doesn’t matter. It’s too late.”
“‘We’?” she asked.
He ignored the question. “Truth is, I’m not too broken up over it. Most demons are dumb as dogshit, but you—you, they warned me about. Said I shouldn’t get careless.”
“Wise advice.”
“I’m seeing this as a chance to test my skills. I mean, I’ve killed a lot of demons. It’s kinda what we train for. What we’re made for. But I’ve never fought a hound. They say you’re the best of your breed. I figure, I take you out, that’s some serious bragging rights.”
Caitlin’s demonic sight shifted through wavelengths, sorting spectrums of strange color, tugging on strands of loose magic. Cuddey spoke like he was something other than human, but what she saw was no different than the broken bodies scattered at her feet. Just another mortal soul, stained with mundane sins.
“Who are you?” she said. “Who are you really?”
“Last question you’ll ever ask. I suppose that deserves a true answer.” He glanced down at his left hand, flexing his fingers. “I’m a war child. A refugee. I’m the inevitable consequence of what happens when empires play empire games. I was your victim, once. Not anymore.”
“Victim? I’ve never even met you.”
“Doesn’t matter,” he said. “You’re all the same. And you’re all going to pay the price. See…you ruined our world. And this has been a long time coming.”
In the blink of an eye, everything changed.
Cuddey’s clothes ripped, dangling from his shoulders in tatters as his muscles bulged and he grew, hunched and towering a foot over Caitlin’s head. His mouth stretched wide, sprouting ivory fangs, his pupils becoming feline slits. Flesh turned to rippling orange fur, marked with the black stripes of a tiger.
Caitlin threw herself back as the rakshasa’s hand, fingers tipped with iron claws, sliced through the air.
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The tiger-headed man came at her, teeth gnashing, and Caitlin snatched up a chair to fend him off. His claws raked down and smashed through the wood, leaving her with a splintered chunk in her hand. She spun it around and used it like a stake, driving the wooden shaft toward his chest. He was a blur, glossy fur flashing. He dodged, circled her, and lashed out.
His claws ripped into her side. White-hot fire burned through her shredded skin like a blowtorch, black blood guttering from the rents in her blouse. The pain stole her breath, sent her stumbling backward, her free hand clutching the ragged wounds. More ichor welled between her pale fingers.
He swooped in for the kill. She ducked under his first swing, anticipated the next, and brought the jagged stake upward. It punched into his shoulder and drove deep, spearing muscle and bone. Blood droplets flew from the rakshasa’s wet, matted fur as he let out an ear-splitting, screeching yowl. With the broken shaft of wood still jutting from his wound, like a bull charging a matador, he bared his fangs and went for her throat.
He was hunched low, aiming to knock her off her feet. She met his charge front-on, grabbed his shoulder, and dug her fingers into the open wound as she hoisted herself up and over him. Weightless in motion, she landed on her toes like a ballerina on the scarlet-spattered floor behind him. Momentum and blind agony carried him another few feet before he stumbled to a stop.
Enough time for Caitlin to snatch the cold brass handle of her whip, slide it from her belt, and raise her arm, bringing it down to unfurl it with a crack of rawhide. As the whip slammed against the floor between them, a line of blue fire surged along its length. The taproom filled with gray smoke and the stench of ozone.
“I’ve tamed fiercer animals than you.” She curled the fingers of her free hand, beckoning him. “Come on, then.”
He barreled at her. The whip sliced the air and he dodged, left, then right, too fast to hit. He tackled her at full speed, lifting her off her feet and then bringing down her down onto her back. Now her hand clenched his neck, struggling to hold him off. His maw was open wide, rivulets of drool running down his curved incisors and spattering her upturned face. Her arm muscles ached as he bore down on her, using his weight, his hungry jaws inching closer and closer.
She swung with her whip hand. The brass pommel smashed into the rakshasa’s mouth, snapping a fang in half and sending it skittering across the floor, leaving a trail of shattered enamel and blood. He howled and rolled off her, clutching his teeth. She was already on her feet while he was still on all fours, scrambling to get some distance. Another crack of the whip and the burning, blue-hot leather snared his legs, biting into his fur and searing him like a branding iron. Caitlin yanked her arm back, pulling him off-balance, sending him to the floor on his face.
She ran, leaped, and came down hard, driving her boot heel into the middle of his back. Something cracked under the fur. She dropped the whip—leaving it leashed around his legs, still blazing—and grabbed one of his wrists with both hands. Then she wrenched it behind him until she heard it snap. Twice. Through the eye-watering pain of her wound, through the exhaustion and the rush of battle, Caitlin was calm now. Clinical. A professional at work. She barely heard his endless screeching as she dropped a knee onto his back and latched on to his other wrist.
“We’re going to try this again,” she told him.
She pulled his arm back just far enough to let him anticipate the pain to come.
“And this time, you’ll tell me the truth. Where is Daniel?”
*     *     *

If you didn’t look out the windows, the halls and soundstages of Channel Two Television could have been built anywhere in the land of the living. There were bright, wide hallways with diamond-pattern tile floors, sound booths and cameras, a long wall lined with portraits of the station’s past stars.
Until you looked a little deeper. And noticed that some of the people in those portraits looked like desiccated corpses with skin like melted candle wax, or sported clusters of glittering black eyes and the mandibles of spiders. Or if you walked onto the set of the channel’s number-one show, The Red Room, and found nervous-looking technicians wheeling out a dentist’s chair with built-in restraints.
Piper stormed across the set. She was a force of nature in a tailored designer pantsuit and Louboutin heels, the curls of ram’s horns rising from the artful bob of her golden hair. Piper liked posing as a mortal—it made managing her mostly human staff so much easier when they weren’t pissing themselves in fear—but she kept the horns to remind them who they were dealing with. And her eyes: emerald, shining, and segmented like a fly’s.
“Showtime in one hour twenty, people,” she called out on the move. She snapped her fingers and pointed to one corner of the set. “Watson? Watson! Hose that bile off the floor. It’s tacky. Our viewers only want to see one color and—spoiler alert—it’s in the goddamn title of the show. Can I get some attention to detail around here?”
A production assistant scuttled up to her on centipede legs. He reared up, three snowman blobs of veiny white flesh, the top bristling with eyes surrounding a wormlike maw. One boneless arm clutched a clipboard; the other held out a porcelain mug that read World’s Greatest Boss.
“Your coffee, ma’am.”
“Oh good, finally,” Piper said brightly, taking it from him. “Because I was just about to track you down and stab you in the fucking face.”
“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t, ma’am. I mean, again. Also, you have a call waiting. It’s apparently an emergency.”
“The only emergency is that I’m trying to produce a high-quality television program with two stagehands and a makeup technician out sick, one of our contestants getting cold feet, and a light rig that just decided to stop lighting. Take a message, I’ll call them back.”
“It’s your sister.”
Piper stopped walking.
She had a private calling booth—what they called a Font and Focus of Familiar Evocation back in the day, but this was a modern hell and no one had time for that nonsense—attached to her office. She stepped through the door and pulled it shut behind her. The room was about the size of a walk-in closet, an octagon of, jade-green marble wall-petals that curled in as they rose, forming a central point. A crystal bowl of pure water stood upon a jade pedestal, dead center.
A twist of Piper’s hand and her index fingernail grew into a jagged claw. She slid it across her wrist, opening a cut, and held the wound above the bowl. Onyx blood drizzled down. It hit the surface of the water and made billowing ink clouds. Drop by drop, the water transformed into a black mirror.
Piper put her wrist to her lips and licked her wound. She worked the tip of her tongue into the cut, savoring the sting and the bittersweet taste.
An image formed upon the surface of the black water. Caitlin’s face, tired-looking, glistening with sweat and her hair mussed, looked out at her.
“Number one,” Piper said, “you didn’t tell me you were coming home. Number two, you look like shit.”
“Pleasure to see you too, big sister.”
Piper threw her head back and groaned. “That accent. Why? Why? Why are you still pretending to be Scottish? You haven’t lived in Scotland for over two hundred years. Two centuries, Cait. It’s ridiculous. You’re ridiculous.”
“I need your help.”
“Whatever it is, it’ll have to be quick. I’ve got a show about to start, and then I have to jump through hoops for your boss, who’s getting ready to make a rare public appearance and forcing all three stations to compete for an exclusive interview. Which is absurd, seeing as he owns all three stations. But of course, as always, Prince Sitri never saw a situation he couldn’t overcomplicate just for laughs. And what is going on with your hair right now? You need to find a mirror and fix that mess.”
“Slightly…” Caitlin winced, forcing a smile. “Slightly more pressing problems at the moment.”
The reflection panned downward, listing as it captured her side. And the ghostly image of her shredded and blood-soaked blouse, the ripped skin beneath drooping in three ragged lines to expose a flash of glistening bone.
Piper’s demeanor changed in a heartbeat.
“Stay right there. I’m coming to get you, and I’m bringing a medic. Put pressure on it. Where are you?”
“Dead City, and it’s fine. I’ve taken worse. What I need, and this is important, is for you to send a message using your Conduit.”
Piper tilted her head back. “My…”
“Your illegal, unauthorized Conduit between hell and Earth, which you use to communicate with your talent scout in the living world.”
“How do you know about that?”
Caitlin waved a tired hand at her. “Hello. I’m the prince’s hound. Investigating crimes is part of my job. I’m reasonably good at it.”
“But…you’ve never said anything.”
“You’re my sister,” Caitlin said. “I let you get away with things sometimes. And it wasn’t hard to figure out. I mean, come on. Janis Joplin ‘overdoses,’ dead at twenty-seven, and two days later she has an exclusive engagement at that nightclub you were managing at the time. Jim Morrison? Also dead at twenty-seven, also gets hired at the very same club. Kurt Cobain, also twenty-seven, Amy Winehouse, also twenty-seven—”
“That one wasn’t me,” Piper said. “I just capitalized on the opportunity.”
“That one wasn’t you.” Caitlin’s reflection pointed at her. “Gotcha.”
“Now that I’m in television, I don’t use it for contract murders anymore. I mean, very rarely. Hardly ever. Mostly it’s just to keep track of entertainment and fashion trends. If it’s hot up there, it’ll be hot down here eventually.”
“Do you remember Emma Loomis?” Caitlin asked. “She works with me Earth-side, heading up the prince’s accounting department?”
Piper put a fingertip to her lips, thinking. “I…yes. We met at that party at the Marquis de Sade’s summer villa, didn’t we?”
“That’s her,” Caitlin said. “I need to get word to her. Back channels only, as discreet as possible. I’ll give you the message. Give it to your man on Earth and have him call her directly on a secure line. If she needs to reply, she can respond the same way.”
“Whatever you need. But what’s with all the cloak-and-dagger? There’s a Conduit in Sitri’s palace that runs straight to the basement of that club in Vegas.”
“Because I just conducted a quick and extremely brutal interrogation of an enemy of the state. And if what I just learned is true…” Caitlin cast a glance to one side. “We can’t trust anyone. Including our own people. Especially our own people.”
*     *     *

Caitlin had wrung Cuddey dry. Not that he was Cuddey; he gave that up fast, sputtering out the words while he choked up a gout of blood onto the taproom floor. The rakshasa had secretly destroyed and replaced the man years ago, taking over his network of scavengers from within and growing fat off the spoils.
Then he told her more, most of it with one of her clawed hands buried inside his stomach, finding soft things to squeeze.
She knew when she’d gotten all she could. Torture, while pleasurable, was a limited tool; there were far more effective forms of interrogation, but she didn’t have time for any of them right now. The rakshasa was a zealot, a true believer in his cause. He would go to his eternal grave with the answers she really wanted. She went to call her sister. Then she came back.
He was past the capacity for speech now, anyway. Broken, open and red, fur peeled in strips and his muscle glistening under the tavern lights. He let out the faintest whimper as she stood over him.
“Oh,” Caitlin said. “Did you think I was finished with you?”
She crouched beside him.
“We have a quandary. I can’t take you into custody because…well, you told me why. I could restrain you somewhere out of sight, but I can’t arrange for a trustworthy guard with any haste. And with my lover in mortal danger, and every passing second bringing him closer to his doom, time is not something I have in abundance. So I’m going to get one final piece of information out of you.”
Caitlin reached into the ragged wound of his chest. Ribs snapped under her fingers. His cry went shrill, but he didn’t move. Couldn’t. She took hold of his heart.
“Let’s find out if a rakshasa’s soul dies the same way a human soul does.”
She ripped his heart out and held it to her lips. A wave of gray washed over him. His remaining fur faded from orange to the color of graveyard dirt, his eyes becoming disks of white chalk. As Caitlin took a bite of his heart, chewing, thoughtful, his corpse began to crumble into pieces. When she left, tossing the half-eaten organ over her shoulder, nothing of the rakshasa remained but a pile of ash.




10


In the land of the living, the evacuation was underway.
Nonessential personnel had been sent home. Ambulances were ferrying patients to a pair of nearby hospitals, with the claim that an electrical problem had rendered a section of the facility too dangerous to use. Most of Daniel’s wing had been cleared; the ones who couldn’t be relocated were shuffled to new beds on different floors.
“This is the best we can do,” the chief of staff told Jennifer. “The ER has to stay open, that’s nonnegotiable. And I’m not clearing our obstetrics wing. We’ve got a roomful of premature babies in incubators up there, and it is far too dangerous.”
“I asked for your best, that’s what you gave me. Couldn’t ask for more. Now all I need you to do is stay out of our way. I promise we’ll be out of your hair in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”
He looked to the door of room 312 and ran a finger along the starched collar of his shirt.
“You keep saying that. I assume you have a vehicle coming for your friend, but…you do realize how precarious his situation is, don’t you? He’s literally on life support. You can’t just unplug the man and carry him off on a gurney.”
“You let us take care of that, sugar. Everything’s under control.”
She wished she could back that up. When they brought Daniel in, Canton’s pocket watch—the only thing keeping his body from dying and leaving him stranded in hell for eternity—was frozen at nine seconds to midnight.
An hour ago, it had let out a single tick. Eight seconds left.
“It’s a unique magical relic,” Bentley had told her, turning it over in his hands. “And we don’t even know if this was the purpose Howard Canton intended it for or a lucky side effect. I can surmise that, like many such relics, it has a limited amount of power. Like a battery.”
“Meaning when that hand hits midnight…”
He'd set the watch down. He didn’t need to answer her.
“There’s one other thing,” the chief of staff said. “I’m getting questions about the people loitering in the parking lot. Are they with you?”
Ada and her crew had been standing outside, watching the hospital. Not trying to come in. Not moving. Just watching. Jennifer patted his arm.
“No, but I’ll take care of that, too. Don’t worry your precious head about it.”
She sent him off. Then she poked her head into Daniel’s room. “How we lookin’?”
Bentley and Corman were bedside, standing over their son, silent as he was. Melanie sighed.
“Not great,” she said. Then she pointed to the pocket watch. Seven seconds to midnight.
“I’m gonna go downstairs and have a word with our unfriendly visitors,” Jennifer said.
Mama Margaux looked over from the window. “You need a hand?”
“Nah, I’m not gonna start any fuss. I’m just gonna be nice and sociable.”
*     *     *

Jennifer walked across the parking lot, alone. The warm wind ruffled her hair. It pushed back the flap of her cargo jacket, just far enough to show the shoulder holster riding underneath. That, and the curve of her chromed .357.
Ada and her followers lined up, bracing for a fight. Jennifer didn’t reach for her gun. They didn’t reach for theirs, either. Yet.
“We haven’t met,” Jennifer said, closing the distance between her and Ada. “Name’s Jen. I’m Dan’s best friend, and I’m on my absolute last thread of patience today. So I’m gonna talk, you’re gonna listen.”
“We came for the—” Ada started to say. Jennifer cut her off.
“Girl, do not test me today. I will put you over my knee and paddle your ass in front of your entire crew until you cry for your momma. Push me. See if I don’t.”
Ada answered her with a sullen silence.
“If you found your way here,” Jennifer said, “clearly you know something, but probably not the whole story. I don’t have time for Twenty Questions, so I’ll give it to you straight. Dan cleaned out the Enemy’s vault and stole all those relics you’re so hot to lay your hands on. But before he could bring home the bacon, somebody bushwhacked him. We’re doing all we can to keep his body breathing while his girlfriend tracks his soul down. And hopefully, with any luck, bring ’em together for a happy reunion. But the treasure you’re after ain’t here, and we don’t know who shot Dan yet, so we can’t even tell you who took it from him. There’s nothing for you here. Go home.”
It took a second for Ada to process that. She looked from Jennifer to the hospital windows and back again.
“Let us help,” she said.
“Don’t need it.”
Jennifer started to turn away. Ada moved to get in front of her.
“Please,” Ada said. “Look, I don’t have anything against Daniel. I don’t want to fight you people. I just want what’s mine. If he doesn’t have the relics, I have no reason to harm him and every reason to help.”
“You can help by staying out of the way.”
“I can do more than that. You said you don’t know who shot him. I’m assuming that means he’s in critical condition and can’t talk.”
She opened her left hand, flexing her handmade glove. The copper wiring, like a circuit board in her palm, caught the sunlight.
“I’m an engineer first, a magician second,” Ada said, “and I’ve spent my entire adult life combining both disciplines.”
“Your entire adult life, huh?” Jennifer put a hand on her hip. “What are you, twenty? I got a pair of sneakers older than you.”
“I can help. If something goes wrong in there, do you have anybody like me on your side? If you do, say so and I’ll leave. But if not, you might need me.”
Jennifer gave her a long, hard look.
*     *     *

“Nobody fret, nobody shoot,” Jennifer said, leading Ada into the hospital room. “Her boys are staying outside.”
“On my orders,” Ada said. “There aren’t many of us, but they can keep watch on all the entrances and exits until your backup gets here.”
Melanie crossed her arms and glared.
“Oh, look,” she said. “It’s the psycho who held me hostage.”
Ada glanced away. “And I apologize for that. But circumstances are different now.”
“No, I’m pretty sure you’re still a psycho.”
Ada pointed to the watch.
“The stasis effect. So that’s how he’s clinging on.”
“How his body is,” Corman said. “Soul’s elsewhere.”
“You touch that watch, I break your nose,” Melanie warned her.
Ada waved her gloved hand. 
“Wouldn’t dream of it. Look, I know you don’t believe that I am who I say I am. But I am the Paladin. That means it’s my duty to fight for this world and everyone on it. Every man, woman, and child.” She nodded to Daniel, motionless in the bed, his chest slowly rising with the respirator’s hiss. “Right now, that means fighting for one man. On the way up, Jennifer told me you’ve been trying to contact his spirit.”
“Can’t quite get the juice to conjure him,” Corman said. “We’re close, but no cigar.”
She looked to the clutter on the bedside. “You’re working with improvised tools. I have some gear in the SUV that might help. We can pool our efforts. Boost the signal.”
Emma came in, clutching her cell phone to her chest. She barely reacted to Ada’s surprise presence. She looked haunted. Melanie took hold of her arm.
“Mom? What’s wrong?”
“Caitlin just got word to me, through her sister. Outside the standard channels. Naavarasi did it. She shot Daniel and stole the relics, and his brother helped her. He’s been serving her for years. Cait found this out by interrogating one of her children. Plural.”
“We knew she had a son, once,” Bentley mused. “She dispatched him with her own hands when she was trying to extort a favor from Daniel.”
“All part of her plan,” Melanie said.
“She has more than one son,” Emma told them. “We knew that her claim of being ‘the last of her kind’ was a lie. I mean, we figured that out ourselves eventually. But it gets worse. A lot worse.”
*     *     *

When Caitlin began her interrogation—when the monster masquerading as Cuddey still had some fight and defiance left in him—he had given her a bloody and broken-fanged grin.
“There are more of us than you know, demon. And we haven’t forgotten how Prince Malphas razed our jungles and conquered our lands for his own hollow greed.”
“He made your mother a noblewoman.”
“In the courts of hell,” he spat. “An empty and worthless honor. We are not you! We are rakshasas. We are free.”
“How many of you are there?”
He chortled. A scarlet trickle leaked down his gums.
“More than you think. Naavarasi is the mother of us all. We lost so many warriors when your realm invaded ours. So many. But she’s been replenishing the ranks. She is our queen, and her loins are still strong. She’s raised many sons, and will raise many more.”
“How could she be birthing more sons if her only mate died back when—”
Caitlin paused. Then she saw the answer and grimaced.
“And you could never see us,” he said. “You could never smell us, never sense our comings and goings. Oh, you thought you could. Naavarasi made sure of that. We’ve been infiltrating every corner of hell, burrowing under every throne. Invisible. For years we’ve been laying the groundwork for the day of reckoning. And that day comes soon.”
*     *     *

Every eye in the hospital room turned to Ada. Without a word, she took her phone from her pocket and held it out to Melanie.
Melanie squinted at it. “What’s this for?”
“I live online,” Ada said. “And I just unlocked it for you. Go through my call logs, my texts, my apps. It’ll trace everywhere I’ve been and everyone I’ve talked to for weeks. I’m not thrilled about giving up my privacy, and there are some pictures on there I’d rather you didn’t look at, but if that’s what it takes to prove I’m not a tiger spirit in disguise, take it.”
Mama Margaux was thinking, her brow furrowed, her gaze fixed on Daniel’s body.
“No one in this room is one of Naavarasi’s brood.”
Melanie looked over at her. “How can you be so sure? Caitlin just told us: everything we thought we knew was wrong, and it was all a big fake-out. Anyone could be a rakshasa and we’d never know it until they transformed.”
Emma put her arm around her daughter’s shoulder.
“And this, while I’m sure Daniel is doing a wonderful job teaching you magic, is why I worry about your education. You need to spend more time with our people, no offense to the humans present.”
“Some taken, but not much,” Corman grunted.
Melanie shook her head, not following.
“A direct attack such as the one Naavarasi committed,” Emma explained, “a noble of one court ambushing and murdering the knight of another, is an act of open war. If the truth came out, at the very least—and I mean the very least—Prince Malphas would be forced to execute her in order to balance the scales. And she wouldn’t get anything so quick and easy as a bullet.”
“So she can’t let Daniel talk,” Margaux said. “If Caitlin finds him, or if he makes it to Prince Sitri’s borders, her goose is cooked. She’s gotta shut him up fast. And forever.”
Melanie still didn’t get it. “Okay? I mean, that makes sense, but how does that prove none of us is a rakshasa?”
“Because we’re all standin’ around Dan’s bed,” Jennifer said. “If he escapes hell and comes back to the land of the living, that’s Naavarasi’s absolute worst-case scenario. She’d never get at him before he testifies against her. We’ll make damn sure of that, and she knows it.”
“Meaning her top priority right now,” Bentley said, “is finding a way into this room and ending Daniel’s life. That would cut off his best escape route.”
Jennifer nodded. “I reckon it’d take about three seconds for somebody standing this close to shape-shift, rip Dan’s throat out with their claws, and jump out the window. Job done, and we wouldn’t be able to stop it from happening. Worst thing we could say is that a rakshasa did the deed, but Naavarasi’s smart enough not to leave a trail, and we know she’s ruthless enough to kill her own kids for the sake of a cover story. But we’ve all had the chance to kill Dan—even Ada’s been close enough—and none of us have done it. So…no tigers in the room. At the moment.”
“But they’ll be coming,” Corman said. “That the end of the bad news?”
“One more thing,” Emma said. “Naavarasi dispatched a hit squad to find Daniel and destroy him. But she respects his skills too much to trust to chance. She knows better. So she put a fail-safe in place. And if Caitlin is right, he could be in enemy hands as we speak.”
“She sent more killers?” Jennifer asked.
“No,” Emma said. “She sent a friend.”
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“Looks like we’re going on foot from here,” Spengler told me.
We had talked about old times on the drive. Not to fill the silence. My suspicions kept growing, noticing how he had all the wrong priorities, how the man who never lost an opportunity was letting a golden goose slip away from him, and everything pointed back to the same conclusion: Spengler was setting me up.
But he wasn’t a rakshasa. He knew things that Naavarasi couldn’t know. Remembered things that he and I were the only living witnesses to. Little things, mundane details and events that wouldn’t come up in an interrogation. A night drinking at the Tiger’s Garden. Watching a football game I didn’t care about on his brand-new big-screen TV. Memories prompted by me, not him, so I knew he wasn’t feeding me a few carefully memorized stories to win my trust. No, Spengler was the real deal, the same man I used to know.
I wished he was a rakshasa. That would have made this a whole lot easier.
And now he wanted to get out of the car, our rolling shield, in the middle of Dead City. The way ahead was blocked, all right; a tenement had collapsed, a spill of shattered brick and jumbled timber flooding the street in front of us. It looked easy to climb, but there was no way the Caddy could mount it.
“Go around,” I said.
“No can do.” He pointed left. “The last walls of the de Rais district block the roads in that direction, and there’s no way to drive or climb them. Behind us is Damien Ecko’s territory, and I’m not risking that twice, not now that I know you were the one who capped the guy. And west is Dracula Town. There’s not enough salvage in the universe to make me drive through there.”
“Dracula Town?”
He was already turning the key and shutting the car down, no room for argument. The engine coughed and died.
“Most of the big old bad guys got heart-ripped ages ago.” He shoved his door open and got out. “It’s a badge of pride—like picking a fight with the biggest, toughest guy in the prison yard. It’s been that way forever. I’m told that when Billy the Kid died, the line to duel him stretched around the block. Anyway, the exceptions are the dudes so scary nobody even thinks about messing with ’em. Case in point: Vlad Tepes, aka Vlad Dracula, the Voivode of Wallachia.”
I got out of the car. He wasn’t giving me much of a choice. I kept the gun in my hand, casual. He was circling around, opening the trunk.
“Vlad the Impaler,” I said.
“He keeps a very orderly district. Largely because if you so much as spit on the sidewalk, you get hammered onto a pike and dangled from the rooftops. And left there. For eternity. Like I told you, people do heinous shit to each other down here. And I love you, bro, but I don’t go to Dracula Town.”
“I’m not seeing an alternative.” I ran my hand along the pink metal door, warm from the black sun. I felt the heat beating down against the back of my neck, my shoulders prickling with sweat. “You’re really going to abandon this thing?”
“Nope.”
He reached into the trunk and dug out a rod of cherry-red metal, holding it up for my approval. It was a steering wheel lock, the kind that was super popular for a while back in the nineties.
“The Club,” I said. “You know with the right tools I can pop one of those open in less than five minutes, right?”
He walked back around, fixing the rod onto the steering wheel and jamming it into place before twisting the restraining lock.
“Most people aren’t you,” he said, “nor do they have the right tools. Nah, you gotta start thinking like one of the damned.”
“Meaning?”
He rapped his knuckles on the hood.
“This place is feudal. Warlords and serfs. Most people down here, seeing a ride like this in the middle of nowhere, are going to assume it belongs to somebody important. Or belongs to somebody who belongs to somebody important. And considering the potential consequences of crossing the wrong person—like Vlad the Impaler, to name one of many—they’re likely to keep their distance. People don’t punch up in hell. It’s always downward. The weak, the broken, the ones who can’t fight back—they’re the ones who get preyed on.”
He started clambering up the rubble. I could see what he was doing, offering me a choice that wasn’t a choice at all: I could follow, trusting him, or be left behind.
I followed him. For now. Broken bricks slid under my shoes and I pulled myself up with my free hand, grabbing onto a rusted chunk of rebar to keep my balance on the shifting, treacherous landslide. For all his size, Spengler moved with a dexterity he’d never known in life, climbing with sure-footed moves.
“How far are we?” I asked. I couldn’t trust his answer, but the more information I had to work with, the stronger a hand I could play. And Spengler was always a lousy liar.
“Two blocks,” he said after a pause wide enough to drive a truck through. Then he added quickly: “Give or take.”
So that was one skill he hadn’t improved in death.
An open street waited on the far side of the debris, the boulevard desolate. A gust of hot wind kicked a few stray scraps of trash across the broken pavement, sending them rolling down a dead-end alley. The air carried the bitter tang of smoke and a gray, foggy haze. My eyes were on the empty doorways, the shattered windows under awnings and signs in a dozen languages, forgotten buildings swallowed by hell’s hunger. Spengler was keeping to the middle of the street. And he was slowing down, body language encouraging me to come up alongside him. I stayed at his back.
I was catching flickers of movement. A ghost behind a spiderweb of cracked glass, a crouching silhouette in a second-floor window. My gut clenched. This is it.
“I want you to know something, Dan. This—”
I pressed the muzzle of my gun to his back, right behind his heart.
“‘This isn’t personal, it’s only business.’ Am I right? Tell me if I was close.”
He stopped dead in his tracks. “How did you—”
“Because that is exactly the sort of asshole thing you would say right before screwing somebody over.” I called out to the ruins. “Show yourself. I mean it. Come on out if you don’t want your buddy here to suffer a career-ending injury. I don’t know exactly what this gun is loaded with, but I’ve seen it in action and it’s pretty damn nasty.”
They came out. From the crooked doorways, from the alleys, from behind piles of smoking rubble. From in front of us, behind us. PVC and steel tubes, the muzzles of improvised rifles, poked from upper-floor windows. Spengler’s boss hadn’t skimped on the ambush; there were twenty, maybe thirty of them, a scattering of ragged men and women, keeping their distance as they formed a circle around us.
They were clothed in dumpster scraps, some of them wearing armor scrounged from trash can lids and dented sheets of metal, others clad in shirts of bone strung together with leather cord. I wasn’t sure what was worse: that some of the bones were human, or that they’d been pockmarked by gnawing teeth. Most toted weapons forged from the ruins. Weather-vane spears, rusty and jagged blades lashed to wooden hilts, a club—smeared with dried blood—carved from a dead man’s femur.
I had a hostage and a gun with an uncertain number of bullets. The odds were not in my favor.
Then again, I’d survived worse.
“Everyone stays back, everyone stays cool,” I said, keeping my voice steady and my gun’s muzzle pressed to Spengler’s spine. “If you want this guy to go home in one piece, clear a hole and let us through. We’re just going to walk away, nice and easy.”
I took one of them for the leader. A cloak of reptile skin rode his shoulders, the tanned hide shimmering in shades of scaly green, over a vest and leggings woven from rawhide. His eyes were hidden behind smoked ballistic glasses, one lens marred by an old impact crater. He didn’t carry a weapon, and from the way the others were looking at him, waiting for direction, I figured it was because he didn’t need to. One word and they’d swamp us from all sides.
“Go ahead,” he told me.
Spengler said it before I could: “What?”
“Go ahead.” He nodded to me. “Shoot him. You’re both on the kill list.”
“That—that’s a mistake,” Spengler said. “I work for Cuddey. That Caddy back there, over the landslide? That’s mine. I’m the delivery guy.”
“Oh.” He adjusted his ballistic shades, leaning back like he was seeing Spengler in a new light. “Oh gosh, gee. Maybe. Never know, you could be right. Hey, boss! Do you think there was a mistake?”
The ranks parted for a new arrival.
Spengler slumped back against my gun hand. He wasn’t even thinking about the weapon now, and I couldn’t blame him for losing focus. Not with an old familiar face walking up to stand at the cloaked man’s side as a reverent murmur washed through the crowd.
An old familiar face with round cheeks, feral-rat eyes, and the jigsaw-blade trench of a scar carving down the middle of her face from the corner of one eye to her mutilated lip.
“No,” Meadow Brand said, her eyes locked with mine. “No mistake.”
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“Funny story,” Meadow said. “One second, I was standing on a mesa in the desert. You know, where you and your bitch friend double-crossed me and gunned me down.”
“You had it coming,” I told her.
“So suddenly I’m standing in an airport. Needless to say, I figured it out pretty quick, and once I realized my bullet holes were healed over I was on cloud nine. Finally. Whole again. Finally.”
She reached up, her grimy fingernails tracing the curve of her scar. Her fingers trembled.
“Turns out that your soul-body is grown from your personal perception of yourself. And when you fucked up my face with your deck of cards it went so deep—so deep into my psyche that it just kinda…stuck like that.”
She walked over to a pile of rubble at the foot of the landslide, back the way we had come. A jumble of cinder blocks and shattered, dirty porcelain, with spears of metal rising from the wreckage. She climbed up and sat upon it, a barbarian throne. I moved slowly, keeping the gun on Spengler just in case this was some kind of ruse.
“I cut my face off once,” she said. “Just to see what would happen. Nope. It grew back, and so did the scar.”
“Okay, so you’re still batshit insane. Good to know. Thanks for the update.”
Taunting a serial killer—one who had apparently acquired her own gang since arriving in hell—was normally a bad idea. But she was a good fifteen feet away, perched on her garbage pile, and I wanted her closer than that.
I didn’t see any way out of this mess, but if I was going down, I was taking her with me.
She declined the bait. Spengler decided to join the conversation, stammering, “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”
“You talking about her or me?” I said.
“This wasn’t personal—”
I nudged him with the gun.
“Say that one more time and I’ll shoot you on general principle.”
“You were a package deal,” Meadow said. “We’ve been handling Cuddey’s ‘removals’ for a while now, when people need removing. When he sent word that the illustrious Daniel fucking Faust was coming downstairs, well…I had to get in on that action. But then he said it was a two-for-one, that the Judas had to disappear along with him. He told me who the Judas was, and I said that’s better than fine, we’d call it a freebie.”
“But I never did anything to you!” Spengler protested.
“Oh, no. Baby, no. Don’t get me wrong. You and me, that’s not about revenge. I don’t care about you at all. I’ve just never killed the same person twice. It’s a thing I want to do for posterity. And here you are, working for the wrong boss at the wrong time.”
“See?” I asked him.
He looked back at me, shaking his head like he didn’t follow.
“‘It’s not personal,’” I said. “How do you like that shit? Not fun, is it?”
I was stalling for time, trying to find an angle. Not just a way to survive now. I needed to escape this trap with some answers. Sending Spengler to die didn’t make any sense. One of the first rules of being a crime boss—this was one thing I could speak with authority on—was that you took care of your people. Executing subordinates out of hand was for comic-book villains; if you did that in real life, soon you wouldn’t have any subordinates. Cuddey had to have a reason. What would be worth taking a blow to his reputation like that? I thought back to the source and turned my attention to Meadow Brand.
“I’m assuming Cuddey works for Naavarasi. She sent that kill squad after me, but she knew I might slip loose. She’s also very big on backup plans and fail-safes. Cuddey took care of that for her, making sure an old friend was on the scene to ‘help me escape.’”
“I’d love to pretend otherwise,” Meadow said, “but I have no idea what the hell you’re talking about. My deal is with Cuddey and the deal, in this case, is simple. You need to disappear. Not just die. Disappear, in a way that leaves no evidence, no body, no trace.”
Her scarred face turned to Spengler. “Which means no witnesses. My people aren’t going to rat. You, however? Not so trustworthy. As evidenced by the fact that you sold your friend here down the river.”
The mention of her people had me scanning the pack clustered around us. Probes from my psyche, like violet anemone in my mind’s eye, drifted across rough-chopped hair and bare, scabby scalps. The tips dipped in, tasting a chaotic buffet of emotions: anger, fear, gleeful and childlike cruelty. All human, though. In the land of the living, Meadow Brand had a fetish for mannequins and a talent for bringing them to murderous life. She couldn’t connect to other humans—unless she was butchering them—but her killer puppets were all the backup she needed.
Apparently she’d grown some social skills, or at least terrorized these ferals into falling in line. I wondered how loyal they really were. Maybe all I needed was the right wedge at the right moment.
I was more focused on figuring out Naavarasi’s game. I didn’t need outside confirmation to know that Cuddey was in her pocket: the rakshasi queen and my brother were the only two people who knew exactly when I’d die—because they killed me, out on a country bridge without a witness in the world. They were the only people who could have a pair of plans in place by the time I woke up in that tenement bathtub.
Why the elaborate schemes? No mystery there. Naavarasi had committed an act of war and if I got to safe harbor, she was good as dead. What threw me was the added wrinkle. Why would she want to leave my ending a question mark, an empty void where I could be either soul-dead or just missing and lost?
I had learned, through hard experience, that the mistress of illusions didn’t do anything without a purpose. Apparent slips were usually deliberate feints, and what looked like pointless chaos was always the setup for a precision strike. This wasn’t our first dance together. The only way I could stop whatever she had planned was to solve the puzzle and get ahead of her.
And survive. Mostly survive.
One of Meadow’s boys was coming up behind me with a spear in his hand. I wasn’t sure how many shots I had in my piece. Less than twenty, for sure. Maybe enough to carve a hole and run like hell. I turned like a gunslinger, standing in profile so I could keep the spearman in my peripheral vision. If he lunged for me, he’d be the first to go down.
Meadow read my mind. No surprise, considering how many times we’d crossed swords.
“Just so you know, there are three rifles trained on you from the upper windows. Two are aimed at your kneecaps. I’ll let you guess where the third bullet goes.”
“I figured you’d want to kill me yourself.”
“I do. And not here, not yet, which is why you’re going to hand over that gun. We can get the party started, right here and now, but I don’t think you want that any more than I do.”
I weighed the odds. It helped that I could read her mind, too. I’d given Meadow a scar that would haunt her for eternity. Every time she looked in a mirror, I’d be standing there. No chance she’d tell her followers to kill me—that was the kind of job she’d want to do personally. Need to do personally. Up on Earth, I would have made a move, gambling that she’d pull them back to avoid blowing her shot at bloody revenge.
But we were playing by new rules now. In hell, you weren’t out of the game until somebody stole your heart. If I put up a fight, her shooters would kneecap me without thinking twice, and then I’d really be helpless. Going with the flow could buy me time. Time to figure out an escape plan.
I flipped the gun in my grip, holding it out by the barrel. The spearman took it from me.
“Careful when you pat him down,” Meadow told her followers. “Empty his pockets. Daniel has a fondness for weapons in disguise.”
They were bold, now that my pistol was gone. Bone shirts clattered on leather cord as a couple of warriors frisked me. They were sloppy and untrained; there were three spots I could have hidden a knife under my suit and they never would have found it.
But I didn’t have a knife. I didn’t have anything left. They yanked my arms behind my back and shoved my sleeves up. Steel circlets rattled tight around my wrists. They gave Spengler the same treatment, searching and handcuffing him.
“Speaking of disguises,” I said, nodding at the men. “These aren’t puppets. They’re real boys. When did you learn how to win friends and influence people?”
“The only thing that matters in hell is strength.” Meadow wore a hungry smile. “The will to power. And the drive to take what you want and crush anyone who stands in your way. It’s kind of perfect for a girl like me.”
“So you went and surrounded yourself with the kind of people who would look at a dead serial killer like some kind of role model.”
“I’ve always been leadership material. Besides, don’t knock it till you try it. You should see what Jeffrey Dahmer’s been up to since he came down here. The man’s an artist.”
“People don’t always follow orders,” I observed. Studying their faces, though, I didn’t see a crack in the armor. Meadow’s pack was a united front, and they looked at her like a goddess walking among mere mortals.
“People act in their own self-interest. Following me means exactly that. I don’t make empty promises.”
“So you gave up on the enchanted mannequins, huh?” I shrugged. “Shame. I liked breaking ’em.”
The landslide rumbled. And rose.
Dirt rained down as the wreckage of the collapsed building growled to mechanical, malevolent life. A clump of twisted rebar and cinder block in the rough shape of a head lifted itself up, shaking off its lethargy as it woke. Rusted girders became the fingers of a hand. And Meadow Brand, sitting in the creature’s palm, casually crossed her legs as she was hoisted up into the air. Her heels dangled off the edge.
A skeletal body of rock and scrap metal stood upon two squat legs. It took a step forward, the ground shuddering from the impact of a foot made out of a bulldozer’s yellow-painted plow. Meadow smiled down at me.
“Try breaking this one, bitch.”
The golem’s other hand swept up a length of plumbing pipe, topped with a cinder block. A makeshift sledgehammer with the business end coated in dried spatters of crimson and gray. Meadow gave her creature an affectionate pat.
“That’s right. Upgrades. Something about the air down here”—she leaned her head back and took a deep breath—“it just resonates with inspiration. I’ve been doing my best work since the night you murdered me.”
This was going to be harder than I thought.
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They marched us north. Spengler had been lying, of course; we weren’t anywhere near the border of Prince Sitri’s territory. Just more burned-out apartment blocks and squalor, where mutant rats chittered and gnawed at the bones of a dead city. Meadow’s pack made their home in the heart of a grim and gray-faced office block, four stories tall. A ragged mouth had been torn through the first two floors, blasting open a hole wide enough for her golem to stomp through.
Or for a car to drive through. We were approaching the maw when I heard the rev of Spengler’s engine coming up from behind us; apparently his car was part of Meadow’s compensation package. We trudged through the office atrium, across faded, chipped tile awash in shards of broken glass. Institutional desks bore tarnished nameplates in Cyrillic. I was hunting for a weapon, a tool, anything I could use, but this place had been picked clean ages ago.
Sunlight came in from both sides. Up ahead, a second makeshift breach in the wall led out to a vast courtyard, ringed by stolen and forgotten buildings. More of hell’s mad design, apartment towers from different cities, different times, crammed side by side with no rhyme or reason. Their faces were mottled, caked with rot, and sickly black vines curled in and out of shattered windows.
The central courtyard might have been a park, once. It was a morass of spray-painted stone and scraggly piss-yellow weeds, starved by the black sun. Lean-tos and squalid huts, built from splintered planks of wood and sheet metal, dotted the expanse. The whine of an arc welder turned my head. Sparks flew inside the biggest of the new sheds, a makeshift garage where a couple of ferals in greasy overalls were bolting armor onto the sides of an old pickup truck.
That was the direction they herded us in. I was looking left, at more of Meadow’s handiwork: another scrap golem towered there, twelve feet tall and wrapped like a mummy in bands of pitted iron, fitted with a pair of scarlet headlights to give the impression of a leering face. It clutched a hammer in each hand, motionless but ready to wake and do battle. The golem stood watch over some kind of arena, its border marked by spears driven into the ground. Empty now. The dead had only left dark stains behind, smears on the broken stone.
The first golem lowered its open palm and Meadow jumped down. It stomped away on its own, off on some silent errand. She walked alongside me, savoring the moment.
“Let’s put our new guests with the livestock,” she told her followers. “Call it a preview.”
“Funny, you don’t strike me as the farming type,” I said.
“We’re raiders, not ranchers. We take what we need from whoever we want to take it from. Including our food supply. Half of hell is starving. Of course, you can’t starve to death down here. You can only feel the pain of an empty belly, forever. That kind of hunger can drive a soul mad. And people will follow a leader who keeps her warriors well fed.”
A chicken-wire pen stood at one side of the garage, leaning on shabby struts. I saw what they were keeping inside and the breath froze in my throat. I didn’t have words. Spengler said it for me, in a whisper of shock: “Jesus.”
Torsos.
A half dozen limbless torsos, some men, some women, flopped across the concrete. They squirmed and raised the scarlet stumps of their necks to the orange sky like blind earthworms. Others just shook, trembling in an endless seizure, trying to shriek without a mouth. Most of them were missing skin and muscle, chopped down to the exposed cherry-red ivory of their knife-scarred bones. A lung wheezed under an exposed rib cage, its twin carved away by a greedy blade.
“We use every part of the animal,” Meadow told us. “Well…every part but one.”
No one died down here. Not for good. Not so long as their heart was intact. They would just slowly regenerate, their tortured bodies growing new limbs, new flesh and blood.
New food for the cannibals’ table. Forever.
The door to the pen, secured with a dented padlock, rattled open. Meadow gave me a smug smile and waved us in.
“I’m not going to kill you,” she told me. “But I am going to make you disappear. After all, you know what they say: revenge is a dish best eaten cold.”
I stood my ground until a jab with a spear got me moving. Into the pen, Spengler right behind me. They shut the door and gave the padlock’s wheel a spin.
“Someone wake up the chef,” Meadow told one of her boys. “We’re throwing a feast tonight.”
She started walking away. I fought my own fear, swallowed down the bile, tried to ignore the raw sewer stench of the squirming, mutilated bodies all around me. Survival meant taking control of the situation. Panic was like quicksand, and I had to pull myself out before it sucked me under. I grasped for a branch, fast.
“Gilles de Rais,” I blurted out.
She paused, looking back at me. Curious now.
“What about him?”
“Back when you were working for Lauren Carmichael, she was trying to buy de Rais’s soul from Naavarasi.”
“Before you got in the way and screwed us over, sure. You know, you don’t have to give me more reasons to torture you. I’ve got plenty.”
“Why did she want him? What was the point?”
Meadow spread her open hands. “Why do you even care?”
“Curiosity. Humor me. It’s the one part of her plan I never figured out.”
“In the end, it wasn’t part of the plan at all,” she said. “She thought she needed him to finish building the Enclave. Specifically, the part that would harness the power from the ritual sacrifices and funnel it up to the penthouse floor. Since we couldn’t get our hands on de Rais, she found some kind of a workaround. I was never too clear on the details. Mystic architecture was Lauren’s job. Mine was violence.”
“Why did she think a knight from the 1400s could help with that?”
She shrugged. “It’s what he did. You know he buried over six hundred kids, right? Six hundred. That was the kind of murder count you could rack up back in the days before forensic science. And having a noble title was pretty much a license to kill.”
“Satanic sacrifices,” I said.
“Not the religious kind,” Meadow said. “Those were experiments. Gilles de Rais was an expert in soul energy. Since Lauren was only going to get one shot at ascending to godhood, I think she wanted him to check her math more than anything else. Probably would have helped. I mean, you saw how that worked out. Anyway. You done? I have to get ready for the happiest night of my life.”
I let her go. I stepped back a little, taking the lay of the land—trying to focus on the cage, scouting for weaknesses, and ignoring the wet, suckling sounds of the squirming torsos at my feet. I felt Spengler’s eyes on me.
“What was that about?” he said.
“Trying to fill in some missing pieces. I figured that was my last chance to talk to her.”
“She’s going to come back.”
“Sure.”
I found what I was looking for. The cage was cheap, slapped together with wire taken from a half dozen different places and soldered together like a patchwork quilt. They’d half-assed the job. Understandable, considering the “livestock” was in no condition to escape. And even though I could kick my way out, I had at least a hundred feet of wide-open courtyard to cross before reaching anything close to cover. I’d never make it, handcuffed or not.
But their carelessness had left rough, overlapping patches of chicken wire, spots where the fencing bent, bristling with spiky ends that should have been snipped away. And that was my opportunity.
“You’re not going to talk to her when she comes back?”
“No.”
I turned my back to the rough patch of wire. My cuffed wrists bent back, fingers latching on to the longest stray spike I could grab.
“I’m going to rip her heart out.” I started rocking the wire back and forth. It fought me, stiffer than it looked, and the tip dug into the pad of my thumb. “Then I’m going to hit the road. I’ve got things to do tonight.”
“What about me?”
I stopped for a second. A trickle of blood ran down my thumb. I stared at him.
“What about you?”
“You can’t leave me here,” he said. “You wouldn’t do that to me.”
I went back to work. The wire started to give, flexing where it joined the fencing.
“This is your party, pal. I’m just your plus-one.”
“This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said.
“Oh, you weren’t supposed to lure me into an ambush? Because I’m under the impression that you were supposed to lure me into an ambush. Good for you, job well done.”
“Not like this. It was supposed to be quick. Painless.”
“You are not helping yourself right now,” I said.
“Cuddey has a sniper. She fought for Russia, back in World War II. Stone badass, and she has a real rifle—hell tech lifted from a prince’s armory, not this PVC-pipe Mad Max shit. I was supposed to walk you into the street and she’d core your heart in one shot from behind. You’d never know what hit you, just…like flicking a light switch.”
The tip of the wire poked another hole in my thumb. I gritted my teeth, trying not to show the pain as a guard made a slow, lazy patrol past the front of the cage. Behind my back, blood welled in the cup of my palm.
“So your argument is that you didn’t mean to hand me over to a gang of cannibals led by one of my worst enemies. You were actually just going to have me shot in the back. Wow. You’re a gem.”
“You don’t understand what it’s like down here.”
“I’m getting a real good idea. We used to be friends, Spengler.”
“Were we?”
I wasn’t expecting that. I looked over at him. He wasn’t panicking now. He was angry.
“Yeah,” I said. “We were. I didn’t think dying caused amnesia.”
“I remember everything. I remember you and the rest of the gang calling me every time you needed something. I was real useful when you needed something. I remember being tolerated, like a kid brother tagging along with the cool kids.”
“It wasn’t like that—” I started to say. Even though I knew I was lying.
“And then I get word through the grapevine that Prince Sitri’s hound took a human lover. You better believe that slice of hot gossip got around. And it was you. I was over the moon, man. I was like, here comes my hookup. First thing Dan’s going to do is send word through the hound and get me a passport right into Sitri’s territory. Instead of eating rats in Dead City, I’ll be drinking champagne with the elite. Why, I bet it’d only take one phone call, and his old buddy Spengler will be living large.”
He fell silent. So did I, because I knew what he was about to say. I felt the weight of the unspoken words, pressing on my shoulders.
“You never made that call, did you, Dan?” He shook his head. “You never even thought about it. I died, screaming, broken into pieces on the floor right in front of you. You must have known I was in hell. But you forgot all about me.”
An engine purred, and the pink Cadillac made a slow roll across the courtyard. One of the mechanics was pulling it into the garage, alongside the half-armored pickup truck. He got out and tossed both the scarlet-painted Club and Spengler’s salvage scanner onto a cluttered workbench. I saw them land in a pile of loose ends. Including my gun.
“I never forgot you,” I told him. My hand was stinging, wrist aching as I struggled to pry the wire loose. Droplets of blood oozed from my punctured thumb and spattered the back of my slacks. “I didn’t lie, back in the car. I hated myself for letting you die. I replayed it over and over, trying to find a way I could have saved you.”
“I didn’t lie either,” he said. “I lied about everything else, but not about that. I never held it against you.”
“I didn’t send someone to find you because I didn’t…I didn’t know that was a thing I could do. I didn’t know anything about hell until I got here.”
He squinted at me. “You’re dating a demon. You’re dating a hound.”
“I know. But thinking about eternity meant thinking about dying, and I just…I didn’t want to think about dying. I let you down.”
Over by the hammer-handed golem, things were in motion. Meadow played supervisor while her followers lugged out long tables. One rolled out a sloshing metal drum, the rim caked with corrosion. I wondered how much time we had left. The wire between my fingertips was still fighting me, bending forward and back, clinging to the fencing.
“But you could have told me the truth,” I said.
“No. I couldn’t have.”
“Bullshit.” I clenched my jaw, tugging hard. Almost had it. “If you had told me the truth, I would have taken you with me. You want to talk about living large? You’d be the hero who saved one of Sitri’s knights from an assassination attempt and exposed an act of war from Prince Malphas’s court.”
“You don’t understand. I didn’t say I didn’t want to tell you the truth. I said I couldn’t.”
“Why not?”
Spengler took a deep breath. He turned, following my gaze, looking toward the commotion as the cannibals prepared for their feast.
“Fine. Hell with it. Might as well spill the beans, now that we’re good and screwed and we’re never getting out of here.” His shoulders slumped. “I don’t really work for Cuddey. I work for Prince Malphas.”
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The wire snapped.
My bloody thumb squeezed the length of metal against my forefinger, clutching it tight. If I dropped it, I wouldn’t have time to do this twice.
“Malphas,” I echoed.
“You know me,” Spengler said. “I’m an operator. Soon as I learned the lay of the land, I knew I had to get myself a patron. Malphas wasn’t my first choice, but he was hiring. Royce was, anyway. I’ve never met the prince, but his hound has a good eye for talent. He sent me into Dead City undercover, to infiltrate Cuddey’s operation. I was supposed to ingratiate myself. Work my way into his inner circle.”
“Why?”
“You saw why. Those scanners he hands out, for picking up on cargo drops? The princes don’t have that technology. Royce doesn’t just want to steal it. He wants to know how it works, who built it, and where it came from. So far I’ve been zero for three.”
The light shifted. The black sun still roiled in the burnt sky, high noon, sending down waves of unrelenting heat…but night was falling anyway. I watched the shadows stretch, the diamond pattern of the chicken wire growing long on the graffiti-caked pavement. The ferals hauled out torches, mounted to stiff wooden tripods, and set them out around the banquet arena. The shifting breeze carried the stench of old, dirty cooking oil.
“Anyway, it went down like this. Cuddey gave me the order: pick you up, bring you to his sniper. I raced to a dead drop and sent word to Royce. Should I miss the pickup, bring you to him, bring you to Sitri, what? I didn’t want to do this, Dan. I swear to you.”
“And the answer was?”
“Let it ride,” he said. “Stay in character, keep my cover intact, and walk you to the gallows. If I didn’t follow through, Cuddey would smell a rat, and that’d be the end of my undercover op. Royce wanted to know why Cuddey wanted you dead. I was supposed to pump you for info on the ride, but I was watching your reactions. I knew, the second I said his name, that you’d never heard of the guy.”
I wasn’t even mad. Not about that part. Royce was the hound of a rival court and Caitlin’s mirror image; we weren’t friends. And if Caitlin had the choice between saving one of her own intelligence operations or saving the knight of a rival prince’s court…well, she’d make the exact same call. That was how the game was played.
I turned the broken strip of wire between my fingers, carefully working it into the handcuffs’ narrow lock. Escapology 101: one of the first things Bentley and Corman ever taught me was how to get out of cuffs because it’s a perfect challenge for a raw beginner. Standard-issue handcuffs are intended as one-size-fits-all, temporary restraints, with an emphasis on temporary. They have universal keys and a simple locking mechanism that hasn’t changed in thirty years. I usually carried a key on me, fixed to the inside of my belt with a little blob of putty, but I could improvise in a pinch.
The bent wire rasped against the lock’s teeth, slipping off, then snagging hold. Careful, focusing, I drew it in slow and steady like an angler with a wriggling, slippery fish on the line.
“Malphas’s people aren’t big on trust,” Spengler told me. “And Royce wasn’t going to take any chances on me turning double agent. Before he sent me to get in good with Cuddey, I had to have a little operation. I wasn’t in a position to say no.”
“Huh,” I grunted. I was focused on the cuffs. And on that used-cooking-oil smell. There was a drum of the stuff, over to the left of the motionless golem. Meadow’s men were dipping cloth-wrapped torches into the open drum before mounting them on more wooden tripods and lighting them up, pushing back the gathering dark. Might be able to use that.
He nodded down at his belly. “They put this…thing inside me, wrapped in a cocoon. They showed me one in a tank, behind smoked glass. It was all legs and teeth. When I report to Royce, when I do what he tells me, I get a special drink. The drink keeps it from waking up.”
The lock clicked. I felt the circlets give, suddenly swinging free on a hinge gone smooth as glass. I kept my back to the rear of the cage, away from any passing sentries, as I freed my wrists from the cuffs.
“So you’re on Royce’s leash. For eternity,” I said.
“Not forever. He said that if I prove myself, get this Cuddey job done and done right, they’ll take the thing out of me. But that’s why I had to follow through. I couldn’t say no.”
He pleaded with his eyes, giving me the full puppy-dog. I wasn’t moved. And I wasn’t going to forget that he had every intention of putting me in a sniper’s crosshairs.
But I understood. And I also couldn’t forget the fact that when I was in a position to help him out, I didn’t do a damn thing because it was easier to stick my head in the sand. I wouldn’t make that mistake again. Not with him, not with anybody.
In the land of the living, I would have been tempted to leave him behind. He’d made his bed; he could lie in it. But then I looked at the limbless, writhing horrors on the bloody concrete all around us. Sure, Spengler had backstabbed me—but he didn’t deserve that.
“C’mere,” I said. “Keep it casual, face front, watch for guards. I’m going to get you out of those cuffs.”
He looked like the weight of the world had just rolled off his big shoulders. “Thank you. I mean it. Thank you. What’s the plan?”
“Don’t have one yet.” I craned my neck, checking for sentries, and went to work on the lock. “I’ll need a distraction. A big one. Once I manage that, you make a beeline for that garage, jump in your car, and go.”
“Pick you up outside?”
“We’re not riding together. I’ll make my own way from here. Besides, our best shot at survival is giving these psychos two targets to chase instead of one.”
On the far side of the courtyard, Meadow’s first scrap golem was on patrol, its yellow truck-scoop feet stomping the rotten weeds.
“What about Meadow’s pet?” Spengler asked.
“That’s my problem, not yours. Meadow is going to make me her priority. She’s obsessed. She’ll run past you to get to me.”
“Can you fight that thing?”
No. But maybe I wouldn’t have to. I had been eyeing the sagging towers around us, the stolen ruins, and an idea was coming to me. Spengler told me that hell could change people. But not somebody like Meadow Brand. I was gambling that hell hadn’t changed her one bit.
“I’ll figure something out. Your job is to draw off as many of her followers as you can. Drive slow at first, let ’em chase you a little bit, then they can eat dust. When you get back to friendly territory, tell Royce he’s officially on my shit list and we’re going to have words next time I see him.”
“You know how this works, Dan. He’ll deny everything.”
“Sure. Tell him anyway. Man lets me walk into an ambush instead of warning me, least he can do is sweat a little.”
“And…us?”
His cuffs popped. I quickly slipped my hands behind my back and tossed the bent wire aside.
“Word of advice,” I said. “Once you get gone, stay that way. You had your reasons, but all the same, you should give me some time to forget that you tried to get me killed.”
“Fair,” he said.
I put the cuffs back on him—ratcheted only a single notch, so loose they’d slip right off.
“Keep your palms up, hands bent,” I said. “The cuffs will ride on the curve of your wrist that way. Hold ’em tight against your back.”
“Won’t they notice?”
If they looked, sure. But the pat-down they’d given us on the way in told me the score: Meadow’s pack of raiders was equal parts ruthless and sloppy. They relied on ferocity, not brains. We’d just have to risk it.
And our time was about up.
The raiders were lugging gear out to the arena floor, the enclosure ringed by spears driven into the weed-choked dirt. I didn’t like the knives, laid out on a pegboard rack. I liked the Black and Decker chainsaw—its hull spattered with a rainbow of dried fluids and its teeth dull with neglect—even less. Night, or what passed for it in hell, was upon us. The sky had gone black as ink; the sun still burned, visible only by a thin orange corona that encircled its raging flames.
I had to give Meadow credit: she had her people trained better than Pavlov’s dogs. They came, not to the chime of a bell, but to the brassy echo of a gong. And a cog-grinding whir as the hammer-handed golem came to life. The hammers weren’t weapons after all; they came down on the tortoise-shell lids of steel drums, banging out a discordant rhythm with the volume and velocity of a jet engine. The golem pivoted in place, making its way down the row of drums and back again, sending the call to the feast.
Hoots and screams rose up to join the thunder blast of metallic drumbeats. Meadow’s raiders were running, leaping, dancing, passing bottles and rolling out the beer kegs. A musician, his face painted like a skull and his filthy sweatshirt lined with rows of sewn-in finger bones, joined the golem with a beat of his own. The bowl of his steel drum was filled with a muddy swirl of rainbow paint. When his mallets came down, the colors flew, painting the air in volcanic eruptions.
I had been watching, checking angles, measuring distances. I gave Spengler the plan. The first words out of his mouth were, “I don’t know if I can do this.”
“You can and you will,” I said out the side of my mouth, watching a passing guard. “You freeze up and I’ll kill you myself.”
A chant went up, carried by the percussive onslaught. “Hey, hey, bring out the chef! Ho, ho, bring out the chef!”
Their cries were answered by the screech of tortured steel. On the far side of the courtyard, a rusty metal door on barn tracks—its surface gouged by deep rents, like the blows of an ax—rattled open wide. Orange light blazed from the doorway, and gray mist billowed over the threshold.
The chef was here.
He was seven feet of hulking muscle and mutilation, a grimy apron dangling over his bloated belly. His skin was a nightmare canvas, pink and putty-white burns mingling with deliberate scars, occult sigils carved into his body like badges of honor. His left hip had been drilled through, the wound pinned open until it healed that way, becoming a belt loop of skin that cradled a butcher’s knife.
At first, from this distance, I thought he had the head of a boar. As he stepped out, bathed in the spill of orange light, I realized he’d been made to look that way. Or remade himself. His nose was chopped short, the nostrils pulled back and joined to his cheeks with iron fishhooks in a crude parody of a snout. More hooks stretched his ears long and thin, points high on either side of his scabby, bristle-flecked scalp. A pair of upward-curling tusks had been hammered into his broken gums, a handful of his real teeth yanked to make room.
He threw his head back, opened his mouth wide, and let out an ear-piercing squeal. The raiders erupted in a frenzied cheer, clapping and stomping for his arrival.
“I definitely can’t do this,” Spengler whispered.
In a moment of fear, some people freeze up. Some people get motivated. All I could do was hope, when the moment came and I needed him, Spengler would follow through.
As for me, I was feeling pretty damn motivated.
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They came for us. Meadow didn’t deign to march me to the execution herself; she sent a quartet of wild-eyed disciples, their shirts of bone freshly drenched in rainbow spatters of paint. One opened the cage and the other three moved us along at spear-point. I kept my hands pressed to my back, wrists bent, making it look like I was still securely cuffed. The dark was my ally now, the courtyard lit by the flickering torches. Between the uneven circles of light, I was a defeated shadow.
Spengler was behind me. I could only hope he’d keep his shit together. That was out of my control, so I focused on the facts: where I was standing, what was in reach, and how fast I could slip my cuffs and do some calculated damage.
Meadow watched from the edge of the gathering, perched like a queen in the lifted-up palm of her scrap-heap golem. The other golem was still drumming, hammering the steel barrels so hard I could feel the rhythm in my bones, vibrating up through the soles of my feet. Our destination glowed in the smoky light of an open barbecue, its corroded bed filled with glowing coals. The porcine chef tended the fire and raked the coals with a boatman’s hook.
A long table at his left held the scattered tools of his trade. Knives. Mallets. A few pieces—like a surgical rib-cracker and a cranial saw—that belonged on a mortician’s workbench. And not one but two chainsaws, a monster with a blade over two feet long and a smaller sixteen-incher with a pull cord, both crusted with the remnants of meals past.
I turned to Spengler and drew lines with my eyes, flicking a glance here, there. Then back to him to see if he got the message. No response. The fear had taken root, and now I knew I couldn’t count on him.
Which was bad. Considering we were surrounded by a horde of cheering, bloodthirsty maniacs and there was no way I could fight my way out of here alone.
“Sorry,” Meadow called down from her perch. “I know everyone’s hungry, but I’m just savoring the moment.”
“Don’t rush on my account,” I said.
My heart was pounding in time with the beat. The courtyard was a blur of torchlight and smoke. I smelled burnt bodies and crematory ash and my own hot fear-sweat, trickling down my spine and plastering my shirt to my back.
“Prepare the feast,” she told the chef. She looked my way with a poisonous smile. “I’ll take mine bloody-rare.”
The chef let out a grunting squeal. He turned, hunching over the table to put both hands on the monster chainsaw. One heartbeat of distraction. That was my opening.
My handcuffs clattered to the pavement at my feet. I lunged for the table, swept up the second chainsaw, and yanked the pull cord. Two murder engines revved to life at the same time and the gore-caked weapon kicked in my hand, teeth roaring for full-tilt mayhem. The chef’s saw swept at me like a broadsword. I pivoted my hip, lashing out, and our weapons clashed with a shrill whine and an explosion of eye-searing sparks.
“Spengler, now,” I shouted.
Paralysis held him in its grip one second longer. Then it shattered. He darted past us, head down, hands empty, making himself the smaller target. The cannibals were in a frenzy, howling and hooting under the endless thunder of drums, cheering for the unexpected dinner show. The chef came at me. Our blades crashed together again and again, volcanic eruptions of sparks bursting in our faces as he pushed me back with sheer mad ferocity. The chainsaw bucked in my hand with every impact, trying to rip itself loose from my sweaty grip.
Spengler made it to the barrel of dirty oil, the one they’d been using for drenching their torches. He grabbed the sides, gritted his teeth, and heaved. It slowly leaned and then toppled, coming down and unleashing a tsunami of grease across the concrete. I was on the defensive, jumping back, ducking under a mighty sweep of the saw. The teeth screeched as they chopped the air just above my head. All the while I had one eye on the spreading oil. I sidestepped, feigning a fighting retreat as I maneuvered closer to the drumming golem. And closer to the spill.
The chef liked big, flashy swings, playing to the crowd. I gave him the opening for another one. The chainsaw was an executioner’s ax hurtling for my neck as his foot came down on the spreading patch of oil. He slipped just as he was overextending himself, one leg going wide. Before he could recover, I thrust out my saw. It lanced into his belly, chewing through his filthy apron, digging half an inch into his guts. Blood and ripped flesh, like chunks of wet ground beef, spattered in all directions.
I felt the crowd’s mood shift in a heartbeat. I wasn’t supposed to win. The bloodthirsty cheers became howls of outrage. I stayed focused and on the attack. The chef stumbled back, squealing, almost tumbling off his feet. I drove him backward, advancing with quick, steady slices. Half-blind with pain, he could barely keep up. My grip tightened on the saw.
We were at the foot of the drum machine. The sound swallowed the world, like I was standing under a waterfall. I gave the chef a second to catch his breath, to rally, and opened myself up by holding my weapon low. He took the bait. His monster saw hurtled in for the kill.
I swung as I dropped into a crouch, ducking under the blade. My chainsaw carved into the side of his kneecap. He threw his head back and howled to the black sun as the teeth chewed through flesh and bone, spraying scarlet and shattered chips of ivory. He fell backward and his shoulders hit the lip of a steel drum.
He looked up, just in time to see the golem’s hammer crashing down.
The chef’s head exploded like a watermelon, a storm of gore, splintered bone, and gray gelatin. My chainsaw choked and died, half-buried in his kneecap. I left it. It would just slow me down for what I had to do next. We weren’t out of the woods yet. Not even halfway.
Spengler was right where I needed him. While the crowd was focused on me, he had commandeered the chef’s tongs and scooped up a burning coal from the barbecue pit. Now he let it fly. The tiny meteor sailed in an underhand arc, landing on the weed-choked concrete—square in the heart of the cooking-oil spill. Raw desert heat blasted across my face as the courtyard lit up like high noon, the long trail erupting in a grease fire. Two of the raiders were caught in the inferno; one threw himself to the concrete, rolling and slapping at himself, while the other threw his hands in the air and stumbled, screeching, a living torch to spread the fire. The blaze was a wall, trapping half of Meadow’s gang on the far side.
Spengler ran for the garage. I made a beeline to the chef’s table. One of the raiders barreled at me, howling a battle cry, and I snatched up a butcher knife. The battle cry ended in a wet, clicking gurgle as I punched it through the cannibal’s throat. I gave it a twist, ripped it free, and kept running.
The drums were still playing and Meadow was screaming orders, pointing from the open-palm perch of her scrap golem. The contraption whirred to life, turning its featureless head to track me.
I was right on Spengler’s heels. He aimed for the Cadillac. My target was the workbench, cluttered with scattered plunder. And my gun. One of the mechanics came in swinging, a heavy wrench gripped in his scarred knuckles. I parried with the knife. A jolt of pain shot down my arm and the blade snapped, leaving me with a useless wooden hilt in my hand. I threw it in his face, buying me a second, and grabbed Spengler’s Club from the workbench. Then I swung it up, with all the strength I had left, and felt his jaw shatter under the cherry-red steel. He dropped like a rock, screaming between his fingers and clutching his broken face.
The other mechanic came at me from behind. Before he could close the distance I had the gun in my hand and I squeezed the trigger without even thinking. Two rounds, one in the gut and one through his cheek. He thrashed and seized, white foam spilling from his lips, as the impacts blistered with potato-sized tumors and tore his body apart from the inside.
The Caddy’s engine roared. Spengler flicked his headlights on, casting high beams across a smoky battlefield. And the horde of incoming cannibals, screeching and enraged with their weapons held high, silhouetted by the wall of fire.
He hit the gas. The first two raiders became speed bumps, going down under his tires. He spun the wheel, veering toward the gap in the courtyard wall and the city beyond, and the fishtail slammed into another one of Meadow’s killers. Her golem was stomping after the car, yellow plow feet pounding hard enough to make the ground shake. I kept to the shadows, loping along the courtyard’s edge, until I’d reached the gap on my own. Up ahead, Spengler was driving just slow enough to keep the frenzied marauders running after him, holding up his part of the deal. Now it was time to do mine.
I cupped my hands to my mouth and shouted, “Hey, Meadow!”
The golem shuddered to a stop. Its torso twisted, open hand turning so she could see me from her concrete throne. The creature’s other arm hefted its makeshift sledgehammer of cinder block and rebar.
I had been thinking about what to say to guarantee she’d come after me. Some kind of clever quip. In the end I realized that if she was still the woman I knew, if her time in hell hadn’t changed her, the answer was simple.
“Looks like I win again,” I said.
The golem’s girder fingers groaned, curling inward, protectively holding its mistress in the petals of a rusted-metal flower. Its other hand raised the sledgehammer. It let out a steam-whistle screech and charged, thundering toward me.
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I darted through the empty, ransacked office we’d passed upon arrival, but I didn’t follow Spengler’s lead, making for the streets of the dead city beyond. The golem was faster than me, relentless, and it would run me down before I got a block away. I had a different idea. I veered left, tearing for the open mouth of a stairwell. The bare concrete steps, utilitarian, led upward. I rounded the stairs, heading for the top, passing faded yellow stencils in Cyrillic on the wall.
The golem couldn’t fit, but it didn’t have to. Brutal impacts rocked the building, stone dust raining down all around me. It was climbing the outside wall.
The stairwell ended on the fourth floor and I burst out, lungs burning for air. I needed access to the roof. More Soviet-era signs marked the way through the gutted, empty office block, but I couldn’t read them. I gave myself time for three deep breaths, then forced my aching legs to run.
I ran down hallways clad in peeling, paper-thin wood and paintings of dead men. Past galleries of empty desks bearing forgotten names. I emerged into an atrium, the ceiling twenty feet above and fitted with the bones of a once-beautiful skylight. Nothing was left now but razor shards of dirty glass here and there, clinging to elegant rococo swirls of black lead. I spotted another boxy stairwell on the far side of the atrium; that looked like my way up.
I had taken the lay of the land back when I was stuck in the chicken-wire cage. Scanning the skyline, hashing out a plan. I was replaying the memory, making sure my bearings were right, when I realized what was bothering me.
The pounding had stopped.
The wall to my right burst and I threw an arm over my face, shielding my eyes from a tornado of broken rock. I got a lungful of dust, my eyes stinging, barely making out the silhouette of the golem crawling in through the jagged hole in the concrete. Its plow feet gouged craters in the linoleum as it charged, swinging its sledgehammer. I threw myself to the floor, diving for safety, coughing as I came up in a sprinter’s launch and hurtled for the back doorway.
The mold-caked gun in my hand was useless; bullets that sprouted tumors wouldn’t put a dent in a monster of concrete and steel, and I couldn’t get a clear shot at Meadow through the curled-in girders that cradled her. Running was my only option. That was all right. I was counting on her to follow me.
I chanced a look over my shoulder as I raced through the stairwell doorway, pocketing the gun to free my hands up. The golem was already wheeling around, tromping back toward the hole it had made, intent on finding a way around to cut me off. I took the stairs two at a time, all the way to the roof—and an access door, with a Cyrillic stencil issuing a warning in faded red paint. The knob wriggled under my hand, but it didn’t budge.
Not good. My plan depended on staying ahead of that thing, and right now I was trapped in a rooftop pillbox, a few seconds from being crushed by Meadow’s pet monster. I took a few steps back, then ran in and shot out a kick. The door jarred on its frozen hinges, the old lock shaking against fittings gone rotten with age.
Two more kicks and the lock popped, the door swinging wide onto the empty rooftop. On one side, the ruined skylight was an impossible obstacle. On the other, nothing but a span of bare, water-stained concrete.
A skeletal machine arm swung over the lip of the roof. The scrapyard golem pulled itself up, still hunting me, clutching Meadow in its other hand like King Kong hanging on to Fay Wray.
I ran across the rooftop, hoping that I’d gotten it right, that I’d memorized the lay of the land from my view in the cage and wasn’t about to plunge to my death four stories down. No, it was worse than that: the fall wouldn’t kill me, here. It’d just break me, shatter every bone in my body, and leave me immobile and defenseless. Then Meadow would really get to have fun. An eternity’s worth.
But the only light was from the courtyard, where the grease fire was spreading wild. The other golem was consumed in flames, a twelve-foot effigy blazing against the night, still hammering away at steel drums that were melting and warping in the heat. The inferno devoured fallen corpses, filling the air with gray smoke and the stench of roasting pork, and spread hungry fingers across the patches of yellow weeds.
I focused on what I could see in the dark: the concrete ahead of me, the looming edge, and the blackness beyond. If I had it right, there was a second rooftop maybe five feet away and slightly lower, just out of sight.
If.
I took a leap of faith. My stomach lurched as I sailed in free fall, plunging down—then my feet hit slanted shingles. I stumbled, almost fell, caught myself and kept going. I was halfway across when the golem followed, leaping, landing behind me in a crouch. The impact jolted the roof and I veered sideways. Brittle shingles sheared off under my shoes, debris rolling down, bouncing off the side and plummeting into the dark to the courtyard below.
My survey from the ground told me what was next. A longer jump and a longer fall. It looked like a drop of ten feet or so, from my view in the cage, but perspective could lie—and ten feet was more than enough to shatter my legs if I made a mistake. The next building over was a Tokyo apartment block, white stone seared with black soot and choked with sickly-looking vines that snaked in and out of broken windows. One stiff breeze could knock the whole place down.
I flew, the wind whistling in my ears. In the darkness, I only saw the flat white stone soaring up toward me half a second before I landed with both feet. My knees buckled and I hit my shoulder, rolling, hoping the sudden shock of pain in my knee and down my arm didn’t mean I’d just broken something. Somewhere, digging deep, I found the strength to push myself up and keep going. I heard the lumbering footsteps of the golem behind me, slower now, as it navigated the slant of the last rooftop. A landslide of falling shingles rained down into the spreading blaze, feeding the courtyard fires.
My left ankle was on fire, too, fighting me as I ran. Up ahead, on the opposite side of the apartment building, was a wall: a six-story brick housing project that looked like it had been yanked intact from the streets of Chicago. On the far side of the alley, the scaffolding of a fire escape still clung to the building’s side.
One last jump. I could do this. Maybe. I fought through the blistering pain, willing my feet to keep pounding the stone, my arms to keep pumping, pouring on one last burst of speed. Then I leaped, sailing across the gap before I lost velocity and started to fall.
It was enough. I caught the edge of the fire-escape railing in the crook of my arm. It jolted, groaning, old bolts starting to give under my weight. The escape yawned a couple of dangerous inches before it fell still. I clung to the rail, getting my other arm around it and finding a foothold. Not my most graceful landing, but I’d made it.
I looked back. The silhouette of the golem loomed two buildings away, standing at the edge of the shingled rooftop. Meadow’s shadow sat in the girder-petal cage of its hand. I couldn’t see her face, but I could feel her eyes burning into me.
I let my foot slip, on purpose. Suddenly I was dangling from the side of the fire escape by my arms, kicking, helpless. Her victim to take. I knew what turned her on.
She couldn’t resist. The golem crouched, leaped, and soared up into the night sky. I saw it hover for a moment, silhouetted by the corona of the black sun. Then it came plunging down. Its yellow scoop feet hit the soot-blasted stone of the Tokyo apartment block at terminal velocity.
It gave. With an avalanche roar, the roof collapsed in on itself, the impact crater billowing outward. The golem plummeted through the hole, flailing. Then through the floor below it. A cloud of dust fired upward from the debris and I turned away, squeezing my eyes shut. I could taste it in the back of my throat, like chalk, while I listened to the endless thunder of falling masonry.
With a final roiling rumble, the apartment block settled. I opened my eyes and listened. Where the golem had landed, a ragged chasm stood, yawning open and drilling down into inky darkness.
Nothing was moving. Nothing but the hot night wind, whistling through broken windows and pushing the dust around.
“Meadow Brand,” I said to the ruins. “Good at murder. Bad at physics.”
Carefully, slowly, I pulled myself up and over the railing, setting my feet down on the iron gridwork. My ankle still hurt, but I could walk on it. I doubted the fall would have destroyed Meadow’s heart, but it had clearly done enough damage to put either her or her monster, or both of them, down for the count. I didn’t plan on being anywhere near here by the time she recovered.
The question of where, then? followed me down the fire escape stairs. The only direction I knew was “away from here.” Spengler was my only tour guide and he was long gone; I was lost in Dead City without a map.
I clambered down the escape ladder and touched onto black asphalt shot through with spidery cracks. In one direction, I heard the crackling of flames, and a hazy wisp of smoke carried the stench of burning corpses. I turned the opposite way and started walking.
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Outside the hospital windows, the sun was starting to sink. And still no backup, Jennifer thought, keeping watch at the edge of the curtain. She didn’t trust Ada’s followers. Their motives were pure, but they had more zeal than actual training; she figured they’d last about thirty seconds if Naavarasi came calling.
Then again, thirty seconds would buy them time to bring out the big guns. Jennifer’s finger idly toyed with the razor-blade pendant at the hollow of her neck, dangling on a thin silver chain. Her thoughts kept circling around, and around, a psychic tornado centered over her best friend’s hospital bed. Mostly she was thinking about Teddy Faust.
Odds are Naavarasi and her crew don’t know we got a special phone call straight from the pits of hell, she thought. So they don’t know that we know who bushwhacked Dan. If I was the rakshasa queen, I wouldn’t risk myself trying to finish him off. Nah. I’d send the guy nobody suspects. The one who could walk right up to the side of Dan’s bed with a hidden gun and a smile.
That was wishful thinking. She wanted that to be Naavarasi’s plan. She wanted to see Teddy walk right through that hospital-room door, a lamb to the slaughter. She was aching for it.
Because I’m gonna kill you slow, you son of a bitch. Real slow.
The bedsheets were pulled back, and a square of paper-thin, shimmering copper lay over Daniel’s chest. Ada hooked a curling wire from the bottom corner of the metal weave to the circuitry of her left glove.
Bentley watched her, dubious. “So this is a…”
“Resonance field amplifier. I’ll admit I’ve never used it for a séance—necromancy is a little far out of my skill set—but I’ve boosted other rituals with it and gotten satisfactory results. Well, mostly. And when it comes to occult experimentation, a sixty-two-percent hit rate is nothing to sneeze at.”
“And you’re certain it’s safe?”
Ada nodded to the life-support machines. A thin and steady line tracked Daniel’s pulse, marking off time with slow, rhythmic upticks.
“I’ll be watching for feedback. If I see anything irregular, I’ll shut it down immediately. Just try to conjure him like you did before. If this works, you’ll be able to hold his spirit on this side a little longer. Maybe even communicate clearly, but no promises.”
Bentley looked to Corman. “Hon?”
“Ready when you are, babe.”
Corman pushed his sleeves back and cracked his knuckles.
*     *     *

My instincts told me to treat Dead City like any other town where I didn’t know the territory. I had systems and methods of learning the lay of the land, and they’d rarely let me down before. All the same, I had to remember that the old rules didn’t apply here. It looked like a city, but it felt like a war zone. Or an open-air prison where the guards had abandoned their posts centuries ago, leaving the inmates to run riot.
I’d been in prison once. I didn’t like it. On the other hand, I survived. I could survive this, too.
I was picking my way down a rubble-strewn stretch of the boulevard, ears perked, listening to the distant squeaks of mutant rats. I kept my head down and eyes moving, looking to doorways, empty window frames, hunting for any sign of an ambush. Then my stomach lurched and my vision went double. It was the same feeling from before, in the passenger seat of Spengler’s car. Stronger. Strong enough to drive me to my knees on the sidewalk, doubling me over as cramps racked my body. It felt like an iron-gauntleted fist driving into my belly again and again, every punch knocking the wind out of me until I finally lost my moorings, slipping from my own skin and tumbling toward the pitch-black sky.
*     *     *

The copper sheet over Daniel’s chest crackled with neon-blue light, roiling like an electrical storm. Ada kept her gaze fixed on the life-support machines, doing math under her breath. Everyone else was focused on the rippling air above his body, the heat mirage that resolved into a watery, flickery image. Daniel hovered over himself, a translucent hand reaching out, grasping empty air.
“Can you hear me?” came a voice from the heart of the mirage.
Bentley rubbed at his eyes, fighting sudden tears. “Loud and clear, son.”
“Am I—” The image turned, twisting weightless, looking down at himself. “Not back yet. Damn.”
“Not yet,” Corman said. “Caitlin’s looking for you on the other side. Way she put it, we’re going to have to pull while she pushes.”
Jennifer stepped from the window, coming closer.
“Listen, sugar, don’t know how much time we got and this is real important. Cait ran into another one of Naavarasi’s kids down there, pulling strings in disguise.”
“Let me guess,” Daniel said. “He passed himself off as a human named Cuddey.”
“All we know is, there’s more of ’em, and they could be anywhere. Don’t trust anybody until you verify you’re talking to the real McCoy. Cait doesn’t even trust her own people. Right now we’re running everything through back channels just to be safe. On that note, get your butt to Prince Sitri’s territory and find Channel Two Television. Cait’s sister, Piper, runs the place, and she’ll stash you someplace safe.”
The image started to flicker.
“-osing focus,” Daniel said. “-isten. Do you remember, in the middle of the Lauren Carmichael mess, when we had that run-in with Gilles de Rais?”
“Regrettably,” Bentley said.
“Naavarasi had him set up in his own fortress down here. In the human part of hell, far away from her own territory. I don’t know what he was doing, but it feels important. Whatever it was, she didn’t want Prince Malphas and his people finding out about it.”
“We’ll look into it,” Bentley said.
The image faded. The heat mirage wavered, sinking into the sheet of copper as the blue lightning sputtered and died out.
“Watch your backs,” Daniel said. Then a burst of static and: “—you all.”
Then he was gone.
“Love you too, son,” Bentley murmured, though he knew Daniel couldn’t hear him.
On the other side of the room, next to her mother, Melanie had been thinking with her brow furrowed and lips pursed. She took out her phone.
“I need to make a call. I’ll be right back.”
“We will be,” Emma told her. “You’re not leaving my sight, young lady.”
“Callin’ who?” Jennifer asked.
“Following a hunch,” Melanie said. “I think I know how we can find out what de Rais was up to.”
*     *     *

“You all right, kid?”
I didn’t wake up, exactly. More like I snapped out of a trance. I was down on my knees on the dirty pavement, head reeling, the corpse city spinning around me like a top. I took deep breaths to steady my stomach; the stench of rotting garbage was so thick I could feel it on my skin, seeping in through my pores.
I had company. The guy pulling me to my feet with a leathery, callused hand was in his twenties, but his wind-burned face had an old man’s eyes. He wore dirt-caked fatigues and had a rifle with a PVC-tube barrel slung over one shoulder on a nylon strap. His partner, hanging a few steps back and watching me like I might decide to bite him, wore Coke-bottle specs and a duster lined with thin plates of metal. He cradled a cobbled-together crossbow in his hands with a string made from a stretch of yellow plastic tubing. He wasn’t pointing it straight at me. Just adjacent.
“Thought you might’ve gotten stung, for a second,” the one in fatigues said.
“Stung?”
“New thing one of the princes set loose in the city. They’re like wasps, about the size of your fist. When they sting you, you bloat. Nasty.” He gave me a hard look. “You’re a new-eyes. How long you been dead?”
“About…six hours, maybe?” I said. “Is it that obvious?”
He gave me a humorless smile and pointed to his face.
“Like I said. New eyes. Fresh arrivals have this shell-shocked look. Once you’re down here long enough, you can’t miss it.”
His buddy with the crossbow was checking windows, watching high. “We shouldn’t be on this block.”
“Yeah, I don’t like it either. We’ll mosey in a sec. You got a name, New-Eyes?”
“Dan,” I said.
“Perconte. My young friend here is Israel.”
“Young?” He shifted his crossbow to one hand, pushing his thick glasses higher on his nose. “I’ve been stuck down here since ’67.”
“Younger than me.” Perconte looked my way. “He’s right. We shouldn’t be on this block. You ought to come with us. We built an outpost, north of here. It ain’t paradise, but we’ve got a little extra to share.”
I wasn’t in a trusting mood, all things considered. That said, I had to look at the facts: if they meant me harm, they could have ripped my heart while my mind was a world away, instead of politely waiting for me to snap out of it.
That, and they saw danger here, where I only saw empty windows and broken, silent doorways. I didn’t like that. I didn’t have my sea legs, couldn’t read the signs of the street like I could in the land of the living. Until I learned the lay of the land, I was going to have to trust in people who could.
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Perconte moved like a soldier on combat patrol. He held us back at one intersection with a raised hand, slinging his rifle from his shoulder, squinting into the far darkness at something I couldn’t see. After a long, slow five-count, he nodded to himself, then waved us along.
“Sure, I did my part,” he said when I asked him. “I was infantry. Boots on the ground, rifles high.”
“Which war?”
He held up two fingers.
“Never saw the bullet that got me,” he said. “Fuckin’ Normandy. I made it ten feet off the carrier, running up that beach, and blam. Next thing I know I’m standing in a train station with a splitting headache and a dumb-ass confused look on my face, same as a hundred other men, and more coming in by the second. Even saw some guys from my unit. Which was good, because ten feet away from me there’s a pack of goddamn krauts. So we got straight back into it, right on the spot. Fists and teeth.”
“Not uncommon,” Israel told me. “I, uh, study this stuff. I talk to the old-timers, like, the real old-timers. Once I met a soldier who died in the Thirty Years’ War, at the Battle of Lutzen. The fight went on for a week and something like twenty thousand people died. Then more than half of ’em came straight down here and picked up right where they left off. It was more like the ninety years’ war by the time anyone still standing gave up and found something better to do with their afterlives.”
Perconte snorted. “Protestants versus Catholics. You’d think, finding themselves together in hell, they’d take a second to do some serious self-examination.”
“Nobody’s ever really figured out what the criteria are for eternal damnation, but religion doesn’t seem to factor into it. We’ve got a legit Buddhist monk back at camp.”
“Larry?” Perconte swung his rifle left, sighting down a side street. “Eh. He’s kind of a shit Buddhist, though.”
Up ahead, an old yellow school bus sat parked lengthwise across the street, blocking the way from end to end. Perconte shouldered his rifle and cupped his hands to his mouth.
“Patrol coming home! Got a plus-one with us.”
The bus engine coughed itself awake, sputtering like it had one foot in the grave. Headlights flared and it began to roll, pulling into an alleyway. Beyond the barricade, campfires flickered in the middle of the street, and laundry lines hung from window to window dangling hand-washed clothes like pennants. We walked into the encampment and the bus reversed, closing the gap. They’d done the same thing up ahead: a semi truck with a battered trailer gathered dust in the dark, sealing off the far end of the block.
There were maybe two dozen people out on the street, and more gathered inside a gutted storefront where flickering electric lights pushed back the shadows. Briquettes burned inside the ring of a cinder-block pit, and the warm smell of fresh-roasted meat made my empty stomach twinge. What really surprised me was the vibe. Considering where we were, I expected paranoia, fear, hate.
This was a block party.
People were laughing, talking, standing in knots of friendly conversation. Over by the firepit, a man strummed an acoustic guitar. He was pretty good.
“Hey, everybody,” Perconte called out. “This is Dan. He’s been here less than a day, so be nice.”
A woman in a handwoven poncho made a beeline for me, hands open and welcoming.
“Have you eaten yet? You must be famished.” She pointed to a standing barbecue, where a man was flipping dubious-looking hunks of misshapen meat. “It’s skrabbit, which is, um…you know, dear? You might not want to know until you’ve gotten settled in.”
“Tastes better than it looks,” Israel said. “Scout’s honor.”
“We’ve also got barrels of rainwater inside. It’s bring-your-own-glass, but I’m sure someone will loan you one until you can scavenge your own.”
Perconte handed me a dented tin mug, the kind you might take on a camping trip. “Got you covered.”
“Appreciate it,” I said. Now my stomach was in open revolt. I wasn’t too proud to chow down on mutant rat; besides, living in one of the culinary capitals of the world, I’d developed a healthy curiosity about new cuisines. “Afraid I don’t have whatever passes for money down here, though.”
The woman laughed. “Just help yourself! We have enough for everyone.”
“You pay back by pitching in,” Perconte told me. “Everybody around here works to help each other out. Some people hunt and scavenge, some people fix things up or weave clothes—everybody can do something to help the community. So that’s what we do. And it works pretty well, all things considered. Mary, New-Eyes is going to need a room to bed down in. Remember that gas trader who came through and crashed with us last week? Is her room still empty?”
“I’ll find some clean linens,” she said.
“I don’t want to impose,” I said.
Really, I just wanted to be on the move. The sooner I got to Prince Sitri’s territory, and hopeful safe harbor with Caitlin’s sister, the sooner I could be reunited with my body. I had a feeling that time wasn’t on my side. Israel just shook his head.
“No imposition. This is what we do. Besides, you don’t want to be alone in Dead City at night and looking for shelter. We’ve been having problems with raiders lately.”
“Straight-up cannibals.” Perconte’s nose wrinkled with disgust.
I hated to admit it, but they had a point. Meadow Brand might be out of action for a while, but her people were still out there, roaming the streets. I’d have better odds moving by daylight.
So I filled my tin mug from a big blue plastic barrel of rainwater and got a rat kebob from the grill. The water was brackish, stale. The product of diseased clouds under a black sun. All the same, it’d keep me going. The meat was…surprisingly okay. Gamy, with a spicy edge that reminded me of a mouthful of cheap sausage and peppers. Nothing I’d order in a Vegas restaurant, but it could have been worse.
I listened, while I ate, and drifted along the street. People talked about what people talk about. Who was sleeping with who, who wasn’t getting their chores done, who had just come back with an epic haul on a scavenging run, and how they were going to fix up the community recreation room. The big topic of the day was a pool table that someone had stumbled across in a new ruin, five blocks east, and the debate over whether or not they should send out a party to lug the thing home.
“C’mon, it’s like a thousand pounds. That’s a ridiculous amount of effort—”
“It’s a pool table. Aren’t you tired of ping-pong?”
“At least we have paddles. What are we going to do with a pool table and no balls?”
“You say that like Jeph isn’t a pro at woodcarving. He already said he’ll make us a set of balls and some cues if somebody covers his cleaning duties for the next couple of weeks. All we need to do is trade for a few more colors of paint—”
Over in another circle of conversation, a crowd of wide-eyed dead sat rapt around a storyteller. It was a dramatic recital as he snatched at the air and pantomimed the play as it unfolded. I lingered for a second, listening in.
“—suddenly, Agent Cooper wakes from his dream, sitting up in his room at the Great Northern Hotel. He reaches for the phone, and announces: ‘I know who killed Laura Palmer.’”
“Which episode are we on?” one of the listeners whispered to the woman at his side.
“Four,” she whispered back. “I saw this show before I died. Just wait, it gets really trippy.”
“No spoilers.”
I moved on. Over by the firepit, people were passing a bottle of wine and listening to the guitarist. I couldn’t place the melody, a jangly, dreamy folk thing that mingled with the sleepy smoke-haze in the air. I found an open spot and sat down to rest my feet for a bit.
“What’ve you got there? Water?” The man next to me passed over a thin, clear bottle, the label long torn away, leaving nothing but streaks of white paper. “Take a nip of this. It’ll set you right.”
You shouldn’t take drinks from strangers, but that was a rule I broke on Earth all the time and I didn’t see a reason to change now. I took a swig and it hit my throat like a pair of brass knuckles. I coughed into the crook of my arm, managing—barely—to ask him what it was.
“That, my boy, is pure Appalachian moonshine. There’s another enclave, just a skip and a hop from here, where they’ve got a still set up and some old masters to teach the craft. Have some more, but take it slow. It grows on you.”
“Ah. A fine, top-shelf liquor for a discerning palate,” I said.
His silver hair, slicked back, glistened in the firelight. He gave me a playful bow.
“I am,” he said, “a man of fortune and refinement.”
I got a good look at the old man’s face while I took another cautious sip of the ’shine. He wore a tailored pinstripe suit, once elegant, now caked with road dust. His shoes were imported Berluti Oxfords.
“I know you,” I said.
He had a little mischief in his eyes. “Do you?”
“We met in Vegas. At the Monaco, that bar at the edge of the casino floor. I was having some issues with my girlfriend at the time.”
He rubbed his chin. “Hm. No, I think I would remember that. And I’ve been down here a very long time.”
I was pretty sure he was lying, but I didn’t know why, so I kept my suspicions to myself and drank more of his moonshine. I was warming up now, the pavement beneath me floating on a gentle river.
“So did it work out?” he asked.
“Did what?”
“Your relationship issues. Did you reconcile with your lady friend?”
“We did, yeah. Everything turned out okay.” I waved at the looming ruins on either side of us, the truck barricade. “I mean, then I ended up here.”
I handed him the bottle. He raised it to the fire.
“Ah, life. Fleeting and temporary. As is all pleasure, as is all pain.” He took a pull from the bottle and glanced sidelong at me. “This, too, shall pass.”
“Pretty sure ‘eternal hell’ is forever. It’s in the name.”
He winked. “People believe in a lot of things that aren’t necessarily true. I remain an optimist.”
“That has to be hard.”
“Is it? Look around, young man. What do you see?”
I saw a guitar player and an appreciative audience, listening, swaying, drinking wine. I saw a barbecue cookout, people walking, some holding hands. A few intimate glances in the moonlight.
“Just people being people,” I said. “Just…life.”
“I’ve walked every inch of this city,” he told me, “back when it was small enough that you could walk it from end to end, anyway. Good luck trying that nowadays. Now to tell you true, I’ve seen some terrible things and some terrible deeds being done to the deserving and undeserving alike.”
“My welcome wagon was a band of cannibals,” I said.
He nodded. “There’s that. And worse. But what strikes me is that it’s not all like that. The contrary, really. You’re probably thinking this little settlement is the exception, when it’s more of the rule. Everywhere I go, I find people willing to share their fire with me, or a home-cooked meal, or just some quality ’shine.”
He passed the bottle back to me.
“Think about that for a moment. Really think about it. There are no rules in Dead City. No laws and no one to enforce them if there were. No consequences. People are free to let their wildest, cruelest, most evil impulses run rampant.”
“And we’re in hell,” I said.
“Indeed. There’s no punishment for being wicked and no incentive to do good. And yet. And yet.” He swept out his arm, taking it all in. “Everywhere I go, I see people banding together. Protecting each other. Taking care of each other. What you see here is the true face of humanity: in the worst of places, in the worst of times, that’s when humans shine the brightest. And when you look at it that way…it’s really rather beautiful here.”
I drank some more moonshine and watched the campfire dance. The guitarist started strumming “Sweet Caroline” and a sing-along broke out. A good twenty voices, all raised at once, half-shouting a Neil Diamond song up at the black sun. The old man was more into it than anyone, nudging me in the ribs until I joined in.
“C’mon, I know you know the words. Bah-bah-baah!”
I did. I sang with them, I drank, I swayed at the fire’s edge. For a few minutes, everything was all right.
After, the old man stretched his legs and dusted his palms against the knees of his pinstripe slacks.
“Think I’ll rest these weary bones for a spell. Why don’t you keep the rest of that bottle?”
I turned it in my hand. Still half full. “You sure?”
“Call it a gift.” He rose and patted me on the shoulder. “Feels like an appropriate night for it.”
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They put me up in a room for the night, as promised, in the back wing of the old Woolworth’s they’d turned into a community center. They had electricity, thanks to a generator, though the naked and mismatched bulbs dangling along the corridor all flickered out of time.
My room was a closet with an olive canvas army cot, a dresser with no drawers, and a boxy wood-grained TV set perched on top of it. The television had an old spin dial for clicking between channels, a relic from the days before remote control, and a rabbit ear antenna.
They’d left a folded, moth-eaten sheet for me, and a pillow. That was all I needed, really. I didn’t plan on sleeping in. If I hit the road at first light—and stayed clear of Meadow’s band of maniacs—hopefully I could reach the borders of Sitri’s territory before noon. Getting in was another problem, but I’d figure it out once I made it that far.
Curiosity demanded that I turn on the TV. I wasn’t expecting it to work, but a few jiggles of the rabbit ears banished a spray of static and brought channel one into grainy focus. I fumbled for the volume dial as a breathy, high-pitched moan washed from the speakers.
Channel one was hardcore pornography. For some reason I couldn’t even be surprised.
A camera glided through a Renaissance ballroom where an orgy, in full period costume—or bits and pieces of it, mostly lace gloves and boots—was in full swing. Some of the masked participants looked human. Others were anything but. The camera lingered on horns, chitinous skin, a blob of translucent flesh that was putting its dozen pulsating tentacles to vigorous use.
I could have watched a little longer, but I had to be honest with myself: I already had more than enough fetishes, and I didn’t need hell’s version of the Playboy Channel awakening anything weird inside of me. Besides, I remembered being told that Caitlin’s sister worked for Channel Two and I wanted to see what kind of shows she produced. I clicked the dial.
Sometimes, when you least expect it, you run face-first into your own past. Sometimes it’s a stray memory, a fleeting feeling of melancholy or regret. And sometimes the past is waiting for you just around a blind corner, punching eager knuckles into its open palm.
I found myself staring at a set that was half game show, all bright colors and gaudy lights, and half torture chamber. A dentist’s chair, fitted with ankle and wrist restraints, sat at center stage. At the edges of the bright white tile, one end of the room was lined with instruments straight out of the Spanish Inquisition; the other, piles of gaily wrapped prize boxes.
“Straight out of Carnival City,” boomed a cheerful announcer, “and filmed in front of a live studio audience, it’s time once again for hell’s favorite game show, a challenge of luck, skill, and raw determination. It’s time for…The Red Room! And here’s your star hostess, the lady of a thousand surprises—Stacy Velour!”
The audience roared with delight as a ghost walked out onto the stage. I knew her.
Her name was Stacy Pankow.
It was that job. The one where I met Caitlin, the one that ran us both straight into Lauren Carmichael’s mad ambition to become a living goddess. And Stacy was a human sacrifice gone wrong, a half-souled wraith lurking in the storm tunnels beneath the streets of Las Vegas. I remembered being so proud of myself, finding the means to set her free and end her torment. Then Caitlin shattered my gallant-knight moment with a few simple words.
“You do know she’s going to hell, right?”
I argued that she was a victim. Stacy was a drug-addicted porn star held in the thrall of her abusive boyfriend. He had taken her choices away from her, and then he took her life. Caitlin said it didn’t matter. The cosmic machinery that governed the flow of souls had judged hers and found her wanting. So that was my choice: leave her as a hopeless, mindless wraith under the city streets, trapped and suffering alone, or give her a fighting chance along with her damnation.
I believed everyone deserved a fighting chance. So I set her free.
And here she was, wearing a scarlet PVC catsuit, crisscrossed studded leather belts, and a gleaming spotlight of a smile. She gave the audience a big wave and basked in the applause until it simmered down.
“Hey, everybody. Yep, looks like I’m rocking the dominatrix chic again this week. You know, I told the wardrobe department that I really want that ‘girl next door’ look. They said, ‘Stacy, you live next door to Lucrezia Borgia!’”
A rim shot played over the audience’s laughter.
“But for real, Lucrezia, I know you’re watching and I have to say, you look amazing in black leather. Please don’t poison me. Again.” As another rim shot played and the audience went into giggle-fits, she held up a pair of fingers and mouthed the words, “Twice last month.”
I sat down on the edge of the army cot, staring at the screen. My brain wasn’t up to the task of processing this. I drank some more moonshine.
“We’ve got a great show coming up for you all tonight, so let’s get started. Remember, like we always say: ‘How much can you take? That depends on how much you want.’ Let’s give a big Red Room welcome to our first contestant, Patience Goody!”
The audience went wild for a bright-eyed young woman in a homespun dress. She waved to the cameras with both hands as a pair of red-shirted interns walked her up the aisle. Then they strapped her into the chair while Stacy checked a card.
“Patience, this says you hail from Roanoke, North Carolina, and you died in…wow, 1590. Is that right?”
Her head bobbed. She had stars in her eyes. “That’s right, Stacy, and I’m so excited to be here.”
“Born and died before the discovery of electricity.” Stacy picked up a cordless drill from the nearest counter, gave it a whir, and mugged for the camera. “Wait until she figures out what this does.”
Over the audience’s laughter, Patience cried, “I’m your biggest fan!”
Stacy feigned a pout. “Ooh, you might not be after today. Now, you know how this game is played. Run out the clock without using your safeword, and you get to pick an amazing gift from the prize pile. Go into overtime and you can win even more. And best of all, whichever of our five contestants manages to hold out the longest gets to walk away—I mean, if they still have legs—with today’s fabulous grand prize. Patience, what’s your safeword?”
“Oklahoma,” she said.
“Can’t beat the classics. And as always, only the chosen safeword will invoke the buzzer. Screams of ‘no,’ ‘stop,’ ‘mercy,’ and ‘why oh why has my god forsaken me’ will not be accepted. So let’s get the show underway! Time to spin the wheel and see what you’re in for.”
A digital display, like a stock ticker, descended from the ceiling. I was focused on Stacy. Still trying to reconcile the guilt I’d been lugging around all this time with the vibrant and healthy young woman on the television screen. She was alive. She was dead. I still wasn’t sure if I’d done the right thing. I wasn’t sure what she’d tell me if I asked her.
Fates flickered across the display, printed in blood-red neon. They flew so fast I could only catch snatches of possibilities: Random Amputations, Degloving, Insects. The display slowed down, beeping as it rolled to a final verdict. Autopsy. A band struck up a fanfare as the audience broke into a mixture of cheers and exaggerated groans of dismay, and a petite woman in a surgical mask and a barely there “sexy nurse” Halloween costume wheeled a cart of mortician’s tools onto the stage.
I could have stared at Stacy all night, trying to get to the heart of my own jumbled emotions, sitting like a ball of tangled twine in the pit of my stomach. But now the nurse was undressing her victim-to-be and Stacy was picking up a scalpel, and I wasn’t going to watch this. I changed the channel.
Channel three gave me a sprawling, unreadable map that didn’t seem to conform to any law of topography or sanity. Overlapping streets, an underground river, a black iron mountain that was in four places at once.
“—so that’s your weather for this week. Heat, hailstones, and bullshit. Just straight-up bullshit. Back to you, Che.”
The camera cut to a news desk. He was wearing a suit and tie instead of fatigues, but I’d seen that wild hair, mustache, and beret on a hundred red T-shirts. Che Guevara gave a fervent-eyed nod to someone off-screen.
“Thanks for the update. For those just tuning in, this is Channel Three Nightly News, with your host, Che—”
The woman sitting beside him, dressed for a rave in a rainbow minidress and pigtails, fired off an ear-splitting blast from an air horn.
“And it’s ya girl, Lizzie Borden,” she crowed, punctuating it with another three quick horn blasts. “Coming at you live from Carnival City, with all the news that matters. Lizzie B in the place to be!”
Che rubbed his temples and winced. “Right. Moving on. We’ve had word of yet another terrorist attack, a skyway on-ramp destroyed by the so-called Redemption Choir. A spokesperson for the rebel group reiterated their demands, calling for the abolishment of hell’s monarchy. A monarchy, I remind you, that encourages order, stability, and prosperity for all of us.”
“Whoa,” I muttered at the screen, tilting back the bottle of moonshine. “You sold out.”
“Let’s go live to our Dead City field correspondent, Hunter S. Thompson. Hunter?”
Screams and gunfire erupted off-screen as the correspondent, in a Hawaiian shirt, panama hat, and shades, leaned against the belly of a capsized news van. Black smoke drizzled up from the van’s ruptured windows. He casually waved a long cigarette holder in one hand while he took aim with a revolver in the other, firing off a shot.
“Oh, I’d love to help, Che, but we got ambushed three blocks into the city and half my team’s been dismembered. Funny how often this happens. It’s almost like my coworkers are trying to get me killed. Anyway, we’re fighting off some cannibals at the moment, I just snorted a mixture of crystallized hell-hound urine and tainted brimstone, and I’m pretty sure I’m vibrating in five dimensions.”
In a picture-in-picture window, Che forced a smile and touched a finger to his earpiece.
“That’s great, Hunter! Thanks for the update.”
Hunter sighted down the revolver’s barrel and pulled the trigger twice. Somebody let out a strangled yelp. Then he took a long drag from his cigarette, mumbling as it dangled from the corner of his mouth.
“Also, you’re a pack of miserable shit-gibbons. All of you. And the princes’ collective refusal to come to the bargaining table with the Redemption Choir is a sign of systemic cancer. The violence is only going to get worse and—just like I told Richard Nixon, when I tracked him down and hacked off his balls with a meat cleaver—you had this coming.”
The camera cut back to the newsroom.
“What’s that?” Che said. “Oh, I’m sorry, I’m being told that we lost the feed.”
“In other news,” his partner said, beaming, “the whole town is buzzing about tomorrow night, when Prince Sitri will make a rare public appearance. Celebrities and luminaries from all over hell are flocking to Carnival City. But who isn’t here to see and be seen? The Wingtaker, Prince Sitri’s hound. And some people are talking about it.”
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The camera cut to a library, tall shelves lined with leather-bound books, their spines disturbingly glistening, wet, by the light of a crackling fire. The camera’s focus, sitting in an armchair upholstered in stitched-together patches of skin, had burn-tissue flesh stretched over the elongated skull of a praying mantis. Black, faceted eyes caught the firelight and glittered. One arm, ending in a sharp single claw, waved as the creature spoke in stentorian tones. A caption at the bottom of the screen read Phologois Tel, Institute of Applied Governance.
“She hasn’t been seen in months, and reports say she’s all but abdicated her duties in favor of an extended vacation on Earth. Playing and relaxing among the mortals, a trip paid for, I remind you, with our taxes. It’s time to face the facts: it’s an open secret that the Wingtaker has a human fetish. And yes, I know it’s the modern age and we’re all supposed to be open and accepting about what used to be rightfully seen as utter deviancy, but if we can’t hold hell’s elite to a higher standard, who can we?”
The camera cut back to the newsroom.
“Strong words,” Lizzie said. “And as complaints about the once-reliable hound continue to grow, we have to wonder: will Prince Sitri give her the ax?”
Che rapped a stack of paper against the desk. “You would know all about that, Lizzie.”
“Go fuck yourself, Che.” Her beaming smile didn’t waver for a second. “Earlier today I had the opportunity to speak with the prince about tomorrow’s special event. Let’s roll that footage.”
I supposed quality journalism in hell was a little too much to hope for. Now I was steamed, and the moonshine wasn’t helping. I drank some more anyway.
Caitlin was anything but an absentee; she was the hardest-working person I knew, in any job, and her career meant more to her than anything. It honestly hadn’t occurred to me that she’d been seen less and less down here lately. Of course, it wasn’t hard to figure out why.
Me.
There were only so many hours in the day, and if she was off running around Vegas with me, she wasn’t down here with her people. Was this my fault? Was I being selfish? And why was I just hearing about this? She had never even hinted that anything was wrong, but Caitlin wasn’t blind. She had to know that people were calling her out. We needed to have a conversation.
After. After I got the chance to put my arms around her for a while. Preferably in my own living body, on my own world.
The mention of that “special event” was nagging at me. Not the event itself. I was forgetting something. Something about today, something I was supposed to remember. Now I was staring at an outdoors shot, steps of polished red marble with golden veins, and the feet of towering Grecian columns. Lizzie stood alongside a six-foot-tall video display, framed in an oval of brass. She clutched a bulky microphone to her chest and curled one foot behind her, looking more like an overexcited groupie than a reporter.
I had only seen Prince Sitri once, but he made a strong impression. Now he was on the display, vivid as life, in a dapper tailored suit like he’d just stepped out of 1960s London. He was tall and thin, perfectly androgynous, handsome and beautiful at the same time. One of his eyes was blue, the other green. It felt like he was staring right at me, effortlessly piercing through time and two camera feeds at once as he flashed a feline smile.
“We’re here on the steps of the capitol building with Prince Sitri. Your Grace, I understand we’ll be seeing you in an entirely different way tomorrow night.”
The slightest incline of his head made Sitri’s irises into gemstones. They were rainbows, an ever-shifting spectrum of color, always different and never matching.
“That’s right, Lizzie. Under normal circumstances, video is my preferred medium of interaction, and that includes conducting audiences. It offers an intriguing mixture of distance and intimacy, and allows me to indulge tiny artistic whims.”
With a curl of his hand, brandishing an imaginary conductor’s baton, the darkness at his back became rippling sheets of purple satin.
“A drawback, of course, is that people do talk. Am I perhaps infirm? Ailing? Every now and again, a public appearance is necessary to put such rumors to rest. And I do enjoy getting up close and personal with my most ardent supporters. A chance to press the flesh, if you will.”
“You can press my flesh anytime.” She blinked. “What I mean is, um, with the expected influx of tourists from neighboring territories, isn’t this a security risk?”
“Not in the slightest. For those of us who are old enough to remember, hell’s civil war was the darkest time in our people’s history. The Cold Peace meant more than a cease-fire: it meant rebuilding and redefining who we are as a people. It meant growth. Strength. No one, not even the Redemption Choir, wants to go back to those terrible days before the Peace. And as we approach the anniversary of its signing, we should take this as an opportunity to reflect on the values that we hold most dear—”
He was still talking, but I was frozen, the edge of a desperate giggle trapped on my lips. I had figured it out. The thing that was bothering me, the special anniversary that had fallen by the wayside.
Understandable, in hindsight. This last week had been a whirlwind like nothing I’d ever experienced before. I’d pulled a locust job in Chicago, break-ins in Boston and Detroit, a heist in an old mission in the desert outside Vegas. Then it all came together for the biggest, most dangerous con of my career, the invasion of the Enemy’s tower, and a sideways jaunt to another life on a parallel world and back again. I’d been betrayed. Shot. Sent to hell. I barely knew what day it was half the time. No wonder little things slipped my mind.
Like my birthday.
The plan had been to celebrate with Caitlin. Just the two of us, in a private compartment on an Amtrak train as it hurtled its way back to Vegas. That was where I should have been right now, with a hat full of relics and champagne in an ice bucket.
Instead, I was celebrating my fortieth birthday alone and in hell, sitting on a cot with a bottle of moonshine.
I had to laugh. Then I couldn’t stop. I lay back on the cot and laughed until tears were streaming down my cheeks. Then I drank myself to sleep.
*     *     *

There were no dreams in hell. I wasn’t even sure if I slept. I spent a few hours in a vast, inky darkness, with the impression that I was circling the base of a great iron mountain. Restless, an endless trudging march along an uphill slope. Then I opened my eyes again. My head was pounding, and I stopped by the rain barrels to down two quick mugs of water, a salve for my hangover. I’d slept in my suit, but I didn’t worry about the wrinkles, or the bullet hole. In my experience, personal style was mostly a matter of attitude.
First light cast long shadows along the street outside, under a sky of burnt umber. The air was cool and clammy, whispering the threat of rain. Some of the locals were already on the move: pushing squeaky-wheeled shopping carts, putting together scavenging runs, scooping up the ashes of last night’s campfires. I spotted Perconte, loading his rifle over by the barbecue grill, and gave him a wave as I wandered over.
I needed some information, and I couldn’t get it the honest way. As welcoming as these people were, they didn’t know the real me—and if they found out I was a knight in Prince Sitri’s court, I imagined they wouldn’t be quite so hospitable anymore. So I made up a story on the fly.
“Question for you,” I said. “I was watching TV last night—”
“My condolences,” he said, deadpan.
“Am I understanding right? It’s all filmed in the same place?”
He nodded. “Carnival City. That’s Prince Sitri’s territory, a little ways north of here.”
“I need to get there,” I said.
He laughed. “Why? You want to try out for Red Room? Nah, you won’t get through the gates. The princes’ territories are invitation-only, and residents of Dead City aren’t on the list. Just demons and their human pets.”
I was pretty sure I could just walk on in, but I needed better directions first.
“I’m trying to catch up with a buddy of mine,” I said. “We died together. Car crash. We got separated on arrival, but the guy was a network executive on Earth. I know him—he’ll make a beeline for Carnival City, looking to get in on that action.”
“He probably won’t be allowed inside, either,” Perconte said.
“No, but I’m thinking if I get there fast enough, I might find him at the gate.”
He thought about that while he finished loading his gun. He slung the rifle over his shoulder.
“Yeah, might do. I’ll give you the quickest route. Now, listen, you need to follow my instructions to the letter. Keep moving, keep your head down. The city’s easier to navigate by daylight, but it’s not any safer. Whether you find your friend or not, think about coming on back before sunset. We can always use another pair of hands around here, and you’d be more than welcome.”
“Gonna teach me how to hunt rats?”
“Hunting ’em is easy.” He cupped his hand over his eyes and looked into the distance, over the semi truck barricading the far end of the street. “It’s when they gang up and hunt you, that’s when you’ve gotta worry. Good luck out there.”
Perconte’s directions sent me down a trash-littered stretch of wasteland. Mostly as the arrow flew, but with one-block detours here and there—east once, west once—to avoid what he called “trouble spots.”
Then Dead City ended.
It didn’t taper off, or turn into suburbia or a rural countryside. It just stopped, at the edge of a desiccated plain the width of a football field. To my left, a three-story apartment building of ash-gray brick, was missing its wall where it met the field’s edge. It had simply been peeled away by an invisible knife, leaving the guts of the ruin open to the world. Across the street, a bisected office block was reduced to dirty rubble; it had collapsed when load-bearing struts were sliced from its skeleton.
I approached the dry, cracked dirt with fresh caution. Whatever force held sway over hell’s mad geography, it was clear that nothing was allowed to stand beyond this point. Not for a good hundred yards or so, where the field ended and a wall of black marble rose up, two stories tall and perfectly smooth.
I placed the tip of my shoe onto the field’s edge, watching to see if some unseen blade tried to lop it off. Nothing happened. So I stuck my foot out a little farther. And farther, until I dared to cross the border with my entire body. I looked to one side and saw a world divided into three ribbons. Dead City stretched as far as I could see, the edges cut to be flawlessly smooth and even. Then the field of dirt, hard-packed and barren. And then the marble wall.
Perconte told me I’d have to go west for a bit to find the nearest gate. So I took the field diagonally, listening to the soil crunch under my shoes, breathing the odors of wet peat and rotten grass. The walk gave me time to think about what I was going to do when I got there.
My knighthood should have bought me VIP status. Good chance that if I identified myself, I’d get the royal treatment. I just wasn’t sure if that was a smart play right now. Jennifer had told me that Cait didn’t trust her own people, and that we were running all communications through back channels until we sorted this mess out. I trusted her judgment. If Caitlin said there were rats in her house, I needed to protect myself from getting bit. That meant keeping a low profile.
I also had to think about things from Naavarasi’s perspective. By now she had to know that I’d slipped away from her hit squad, and Spengler wasn’t going to be reporting back with success either. If I made it to safe harbor and told Sitri’s people who shot me, she was a walking dead woman. She had one more chance to stop me. Just one. The gates.
I took my mold-caked pistol and stuck it in the back of my belt. The tail of my jacket hung low, keeping the weapon out of sight but still close enough to grab if I needed it. The irony was Naavarasi couldn’t know that I’d already gotten word to my family on Earth. She was doomed no matter what happened to me now. But that didn’t change the fact that there could be a trap right in front of me, and I’d be just as dead if I fell into it.
I kept walking.
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The crew at the hospital slept in shifts, if they slept at all, slouching in waiting-room chairs and watching the hands on the clock crawl by. The pocket watch at Daniel’s bedside was crawling, too. Now it showed six seconds left before the stroke of midnight. Time flowed differently, between worlds; here, it was still the small hours before dawn, and the streetlamps in the parking lot cast a hard electric shine to push back the darkness.
There was too much space between those lamps for Jennifer’s liking. Too many patches of shadow where something silent and quick could slice through.
A convoy of cyclops-eye headlights shone on the horizon. The cavalry had arrived. Standing guard at the window, Jennifer could hear the rev of a dozen motorcycles—all American steel, precision-tuned and customized—rolling in from the highway off-ramp.
She went downstairs to meet them in person.
Every man in the convoy wore the kutte of the Blood Eagles MC: black leather with a patch showing a skeletal raptor plunging for prey, talons out. The bikes rolled into the hospital parking lot and circled like a wagon train.
Winslow was first in line, first to dismount, grabbing an olive canvas duffel bag and slinging it over his shoulder as he swung from the saddle. The bag jangled, steel shifting inside. Jennifer met him halfway across the asphalt lot and held up an open palm.
“Right there, sugar. Need you to do me a favor. Back when the Lauren Carmichael mess went down and we hit her first operation at the Silverlode, what did I buy from you that day?”
He stopped in his tracks. The grizzled biker tilted his head, half-smiling and half-confused.
“This a memory test?”
“Humor me real quick. What’d I buy?”
“Trick question. You didn’t buy a damn thing because you were strapped for cash and it was short notice. I gave you two sticks of C-4 because I knew you were good for it, and you kicked me some product next time you had a surplus. More than enough to make us square.”
Jennifer’s hand moved away from her left hip. Winslow gave her the tiniest of nods to let her know that he saw it.
“I pass?” he asked her.
“You pass.”
“You want to tell me what’s going on here?”
“You remember when we were scrappin’ with Chicago, and they had that shape-shifter on their payroll?”
“Sure,” he said. “I distinctly remember telling you that weird shit isn’t my problem. My boys’ll throw down with any man alive, but man is the operative word there.”
“We got the same kind of trouble inbound.”
Winslow rubbed the bristle on his cheek. “Thought you had a way of spotting those things.”
“We did, too. Life’s full of surprises.”
“You want us to set up a perimeter outside,” he said. A statement, not a question.
“You read my mind, sugar.”
“Sure thing. I’ll have my guys pair up. Buddy system, nobody goes off alone, not even to take a leak.”
“Much obliged. Just have everybody keep it inconspicuous.”
Winslow barked out a laugh. “Oh, inconspicuous, she says. Guess we should have rolled up here in minivans.”
“Just don’t give the locals any reason to call the cops. If you see anything hinky, get on the horn and let me know ASAP. And just so you know, you’re not alone out here. The Redemption Choir showed up, and they’ve got a handful of guys on patrol.”
“They any good?” he asked.
“They’re not Blood Eagles.”
“That goes without saying. How’s Dan? He gonna pull through?”
“We’ve known each other too long for me to lie,” she said.
He took out a rumpled cellophane pack and shook a cigarette into his callused palm. He offered her the pack. She shook her head.
“Never thought he’d go out like this,” Winslow said.
“We got word from the great beyond. His brother was the triggerman.”
Winslow’s bushy eyebrows lifted.
“If Dan doesn’t make it,” Jennifer said, “we got an errand to run.”
He lit his cigarette. Then he took a long drag and blew smoke up at the starless night sky.
“Think we got one either way. Some things need to be answered for.”
“Sure,” she said. “But if Dan wakes up, I think he’s going to want to do that job with his own two hands. When he does, we’ll back him up. On that note, I’m gonna head inside. You need anything?”
“Coffee. For me and all my boys. It’s going to be a long damn night.”
*     *     *

Toby walked a lonely patrol around the hospital outskirts, looking at the same whitewashed walls, the same plate-glass windows, catching his reflection like a phantom for the hundredth time. Sentry duty was a mind-numbing chore. At least he had someone to talk to, until a few minutes ago.
“We’re not supposed to split up,” he had protested.
“What are you going to do, stand in the stall with me? I just gotta use the facilities. I’ll be back in five minutes.”
That had been seven minutes ago, and Toby was starting to wonder if he should go inside. Or call Ada. But then he’d have to admit they’d broken protocol. How did I get myself into this? he thought.
Easy answer. He’d gotten into this because he started his freshman year at Maryville in the same engineering class as Ada Lovelace Canton, and he’d found himself with a powerful urge to get into her pants. One thing had led to another—
—and now I’m in a cult, with a bunch of dudes who are literally half demon. Smooth move, Toby. Smooth as always.
He slapped at a mosquito on his neck, shooing it away, and kept walking.
Behind the main building, generators hummed through the night, a steady electric drone. He followed a line of tall fencing, inspecting staff-access doors as he strolled on by. No problems here.
Scarlet light, from around a bend, strobed across the black asphalt. On. Off. On. Off. Toby stopped in his tracks. He drew his gun. It was a Smith & Wesson Bodyguard 38 model, matte-black and small enough to carry in his pocket. He had never fired it outside the shooting range.
I should call this in.
He forced his feet into motion, creeping ahead, slow.
You going to tell Ada that you’re afraid of a flashing light? C’mon. Don’t be a pussy.
He rounded the corner, bracing his gun in a two-hand grip, muzzle pointed to the ground and his finger parallel to the trigger. The strobing light was coming from the tail of a parked sedan. Emergency flashers, blanketing a dark stretch of pavement in on-again, off-again glow the color of fresh-spilled blood. The dirty white sedan had been abandoned here, parked at a crooked angle, front door left wide open with the keys still in the ignition.
Someone was hiding in the back seat.
From here, Toby could make out the bulge of an overcoat and the wide brim of a hat, down low below the window-line. They were crouched, waiting.
I’m supposed to get in the driver’s seat, to move the car. Then you jump up and hit me from behind. Uh-uh. I know that urban legend. Not going to work, buddy.
Again, he thought about calling it in. Then he thought about what Ada would think. Or how she might react when he brought in a spy for interrogation, single-handedly. He pictured himself casually brushing off her praise. “Hey, it was no big deal. I’d do anything for the cause, you know that…”
Yeah. He liked that idea better. He brought up the gun. Finger on trigger.
“Gonna need you to step on out,” he called. “Show me those hands, and they better be empty.”
The figure didn’t move. Toby inched closer. The flicker of the hazard lights played havoc with his night vision. He kept his eyes on the brim of the hat.
“I mean it,” he said. “You don’t want to mess with me, man. I’m a trained killer.”
Nothing. Toby closed in, more sure-footed now. The gun gave him a confidence boost: at this range, he wouldn’t miss. He led with the weapon, the strobing lights coloring the world in red and black. Then he stopped, just outside the back window. His heart sank.
The figure in the back was nothing but a bulky coat and a hat sloppily draped over a couple of garbage bags. And across the vinyl of the back seat, the person who put it there had left a message, just for him.
A smile, drawn in fresh blood.
Toby heard the patter of footsteps, light, impossibly fast, rushing in from behind him. He wheeled around just in time to catch the flash of tiger claws. They tore through his throat like knives through wet cardboard, gouging ragged canyons of flesh. His gun clattered to the asphalt. He was just behind it, eyes bulging, his hands clutching at his throat while sticky syrup guttered between his fingers.
The last thing Toby saw, looking up at his assassin, was his own face.
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I was expecting opulence. I don’t know why, considering Perconte had told me we were out in the sticks. According to his directions, the main gate into Prince Sitri’s territory was another five miles down the wall—which in infernal terms could become a thirty-second hike or a yearlong slog almost on a whim. The first gate I came to wasn’t even a gate: it was nothing but a plain metal door with a sliding window, set flush into the endless polished wall of black marble.
Fine by me. I wasn’t looking to make a splashy entrance, at least not until I sorted out who I could trust. The existence of multiple gates was only half-comforting. On one hand, Naavarasi would have to scramble to get her people into position and spread them out far and wide if she wanted one last shot at trapping me. On the other, assuming she knew I’d slipped her leash twice now, she could still get a rough idea of what streets I’d walked in Dead City.
Which meant, assuming I took the shortest possible route after escaping Meadow Brand, she’d know that this was the exact place where I’d end up.
At least the guards weren’t opening fire. Yet. There were two of them, both in crisp black uniforms with scarlet piping, holsters on their hips. Their guns sported ornately carved grips of yellow bone. I kept my own out of sight, still snug against the small of my back, covered by the drape of my wrinkled jacket.
The guards didn’t wear badges, but the crimson insignia on their breast pockets—Prince Sitri’s sigil, triple crosses and a horseshoe loop inside a perfect wheel—told me I was in the right place. One looked human, with a tired, hangdog expression on his face. The other, spotting me and stepping up from his post, had pus-yellow eyes and black fingernails. His shirt didn’t quite fit, lumpy here and there, rising over random ridges of bone.
“Close enough,” he called out in a rusty, grating voice. “No admittance for Dead City scum. Turn around and go back where you came from.”
My hands were open, out at my sides. When I saw him start to reach for his holster, I stopped walking.
“That’s Sir Scum to you,” I said. “Name’s Daniel Faust. Look me up. I’m pretty sure I’m on the guest list.”
They shared an uncertain glance. The human looked me up and down.
“You’re a knight?”
“For my sins.” Literally, I thought. “I’m on a secret mission for the prince. Need to keep things hush-hush, so if you could just let me through and then forget you saw me, that’d be aces. When I talk to the big guy, I’ll put in a good word for you.”
“Where’s your signet, then?”
I spread my empty hands wider and sold them a story.
“I was infiltrating a Redemption Choir cell, posing as a newly dead recruit. Obviously, they were going to search me. Wouldn’t have gone too well if they found evidence of who I really am. Nah, I had to go in clean.”
They shared another look. Yellow-Eyes jerked his thumb toward the door and said he’d go check it out, and he asked me to spell my name for him. He disappeared through the door. Then we waited.
“Slow day?” I said.
The human guard shrugged. “They’re all slow.”
He didn’t have anything else to say. His buddy came back five minutes later. He waved me inside.
Something was off. He had looked sullen and bored before—now he was spooked. I supposed I could chalk that up to the chain of command: it was possible whoever he talked to had chewed his head off for keeping one of Sitri’s knights standing outside. And maybe I was just paranoid, expecting a trap where there wasn’t one. All the same, I couldn’t banish the nagging feeling that something wasn’t right here. That feeling had saved my life more than once, so I leaned into it and listened.
Past the door was a concrete hallway, bare and industrial, smelling of antiseptic. Stencils on the wall, block letters in canary-yellow paint, pointed the way to Security and Intake. Another stencil warned All Arrivals Must Have Staff Escort. It felt like a police precinct. Sounded like one, too, from the rattling whir of a fan on its last legs to the distant clacking of manual typewriters.
My escort wouldn’t have fit into any earthly cop shop, though. Neither would the new arrival who joined us. He was tall and emaciated, nothing but paper-thin skin stretched over gangly bones. Round onyx lenses had been sutured into his eye sockets. He nodded to an open doorway.
“In here,” he grunted.
I stopped on the threshold. This wasn’t the exit. It was a box with only one way out, and no fixtures but a long wooden table and a few scuffed-up chairs.
“This is an interrogation room,” I said.
“Interview room,” the thin man said. “And you’re not being interviewed. Just processed. We’ll have you on your way shortly.”
“Let us do our jobs,” his partner told me.
I wasn’t in a position to argue. I walked in and had a seat.
Yellow-Eyes brought in a folder stuffed with enough paperwork to choke a horse, so thick it needed a cord around the middle to hold it all in place. The thin man brought a leather case. He set it down on the table, unzipped it, and opened it wide. Inside, straps cradled a hypodermic syringe and a glass vial. He loaded up the syringe, blue liquid flooding the barrel, while his partner started filling out forms.
“Spell your last name again?” Yellow-Eyes said.
I was more focused on the needle. “What’s that?”
The thin man turned his lens-eyes toward me. “Standard inoculation.”
“Yeah, I don’t need that.”
“Of course you do.” His partner checked off a few boxes and flipped to the next page. “You said it yourself: you were out in Dead City. Do you know what kinds of diseases those people have?”
“I feel fine,” I said.
The thin man gave the needle a practiced flick. “And you could be an asymptomatic carrier. You could infect half of Carnival City without even knowing it.”
“It’s standard procedure,” his partner said. He checked another box, flipped another page.
Maybe he was right. Maybe.
From everything I’d seen, the people lucky enough to live in the princes’ walled-off dominions didn’t take a kind view of the humans dumped by the truckload into the sprawling, cancerous city at the heart of hell. And I had been told how they regularly released cold-war experiments—mutant wasps, rats, and worse—into Dead City to cull the numbers of mortal souls. I wouldn’t want somebody wandering in from the wasteland without a medical screening either.
But something wasn’t sitting right with me, and it all came down to Yellow-Eyes. He looked like he wanted to be anywhere in the world but here right now. And he wouldn’t look at me. He stayed focused on his paperwork, and the only time he turned from the endless pages was to shoot the occasional nervous glance at the interview-room door.
Like you want to get this over with, I thought. Before someone comes by and sees what you’re up to.
If my hunch was right, he’d only get more nervous if I stalled.
“What’s it called?” I asked.
The thin man tilted his head. “Hmm?”
“The inoculation. What’s it called?”
“It’s standard.”
“You don’t know what it’s called?”
I saw my twin reflections in his eye-socket lenses.
“It’s standard,” he said. “Mandatory.”
“Show me your identification. Let me see a badge.”
Yellow-Eyes squirmed and shot another guilty look at the door. He started to rummage in his pocket. I rapped my left palm on the table. I wanted them focused on that while my right was inching closer to my gun.
“Not yours,” I said. “His.”
“It’s in my desk. I’ll be happy to show you on your way out. After.”
He flicked the needle again.
I figured I had time for one last question. I directed it at Yellow-Eyes, aiming it like a heat-seeking missile.
“How much is Naavarasi paying you?”
He flinched.
I shot up from my chair, kicking it behind me, grabbed the table’s edge and flipped it. The folder erupted, stray papers billowing as both men went tumbling, rolling from their seats. The thin man slapped his holster. The tail of my jacket flew back and I reached behind me, pulling the gun. No time to aim, but at this range it barely mattered. I squeezed the trigger twice. One round caught him in the shoulder, one in the chest, and he went into a seizure as his gaping wounds bloomed with pulsing, veiny tumors. He fell onto his back, foam spilling from his bloodless lips and pooling on the floor.
Yellow-Eyes had landed on his ass, back to the wall. He got his weapon out, then turned into a statue as I trained my sights on him. I was pretty sure my piece was empty; the squirming and rattling from the parasitic slugs had finally fallen still. But he didn’t know that.
“Drop it,” I told him. “Slide it over here. Keys, too.”
A bone-grip pistol and a key ring slid across the concrete floor. An alarm began to wail out in the hallway. It was a banshee sound, screeching through the walls. I swapped guns. The new one was heavier, a bulky hand-cannon like Jennifer’s .357, and the textured bone felt warm against my palm. The hypodermic needle lay on the floor between us, still loaded. I nodded at it.
“Inject yourself.”
He froze up. The look on his face told me all I needed to know.
“That’s what I thought,” I said. Then I shot him between the eyes. The gun roared, kicking in my hand.
His head snapped back. White steam hissed from his fractured skull, flooding the room with an eye-searing chemical stench, and blood mixed with a white, slimy residue poured down his face. His skin began to melt, sagging like a cheap rubber mask. A worm trail bulged under his skin, running down his neck as the nightmare payload, cocooned and sleeping inside the bullet, made a beeline straight for his heart.
I saw myself out. In the hallway, the wail of the alarm was ear-piercing, drowning out any rational thought as I broke into a run. I hit a T-junction and veered right. I had no idea where I was headed, but the opposite way had a big yellow wall stencil reading Security and that was the last place I wanted to be. Somebody shouted for me to stop. He followed it up with a bullet. I ducked low at the crack of a pistol and a round winged over my shoulder, chewing into the wall. Steam hissed from the impact crater and a trail of acid drooled down the concrete, painting it slug-belly white.
I didn’t want a firefight here. As far as I knew, nobody else at this gatepost was dirty: they heard shots, they saw a stranger with a gun, and they were doing their jobs. This was already a bad situation, and I didn’t want to have to explain to Prince Sitri that I’d drilled a handful of his loyal servants with heart-seeking ammunition. So I ran, crouching to make myself a smaller target, slipping around corners and hunting for a way out as my lungs burned for relief.
More shouts from behind me. I turned and fired a couple of rounds at the ceiling, sending chips of concrete and acid raining down. They were smart enough to wait for backup. I didn’t plan on sticking around that long. Another wall stencil pointed me toward Street Level B. I turned the corner and found a door coated in jigsaw-puzzle sheets of steel, with a double lock.
I fumbled with the key ring, keeping one eye on the hallway behind me as I tried the keys one at a time. Heavy boots were coming, and I spent another couple of bullets shooting at the wall, holding them back. A long thick key slid into the lock. Tumblers turned and the door swung wide, spitting me out onto the street. One more warning shot and my stolen gun clicked on empty. I tossed it into the hall and slammed the door behind me, the alarm klaxon suddenly muffled to a low, distant drone. Then I sprinted for safe harbor, wherever that was.
The exit door was set in the underbelly of a black basalt bridge. Beyond the dark stone and shade, Carnival City opened its arms wide.
The cobblestoned boulevard was a riot of color. Banners of silk draped from rooftop to rooftop, every building mismatched and painted in every shade of the rainbow. Some sported a half dozen doors and windows that sprouted like eyes on a potato, or entire walls of stained glass, catching the black sun’s light and casting bright mosaics onto the street. A three-story tower had been built in three separate pieces, the floors misaligned and teetering.
The citizens were just as chaotic as the architecture. Some were human, or passed for human, in fashions ranging from Victorian suits and gowns to the garish heights of ’70s disco. Some wore a twisted menagerie of horns and tails, insect eyes, curving shark teeth. Others broke the mold: shaggy, backward-jointed legs ended in iron hooves, and dozens of multicolored eyes glinted from faces like shovels of flesh.
I jumped aside as a stagecoach rolled past, emerald green and gilded with tarnished brass. Instead of horses, it was pulled by towering, mammoth dogs with curling horns and proud black manes. The driver’s whip cracked the air, echoing over the swirl of conversation and distant music, a brass band playing ragtime jazz.
More eyes than I liked were focused on me. No wonder: I was out of breath, sweaty, looking like a fugitive on the run. I forced myself to slow to a casual stroll. My heart pounded, a runaway stampede against my ribs, but I ignored it and put on a bland, casual, seen-it-all face, mirroring the crowd on the street. Blending.
Somewhere in this mad city, safe harbor—hopefully—was waiting for me. I just had to get there in one piece.
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At the hospital, they took turns standing guard outside Daniel’s room. Two at a time, at a minimum. For the moment, by luck of drawing the short straws, Ada had been paired up with Emma. The older woman, perfectly playing the part of a suburban soccer mom visiting a sick friend, had barely spoken two words to her. They flanked the door, watching both ends of the empty hall. One side was lined with closed and silent doors. The other, a wall of plate glass looking out into the night. All they could see from here were distant lights, the highway, the promise of dawn still hours away.
“I wasn’t going to hurt her,” Ada said.
Emma glanced sidelong at her. “Hmm?”
“Melanie. She’s your daughter, right? When we crossed paths down in Scottsdale. I wasn’t going to hurt her.”
“You were just going to take her hostage,” Emma said. She crossed her arms over her cashmere sweater. “That’s much better.”
They didn’t talk again for a while after that.
“I can’t figure you out,” Ada said.
“The list of things you can’t figure out is probably voluminous.”
“No. You and Daniel. Everyone else on his crew makes sense. I did my homework on him. Bentley and Corman took him in, back when he was a teenage runaway. Margaux and Jennifer have been confidantes for years, but you—”
“First things first,” Emma said. “I’m not a part of his ‘crew.’ We’re business associates. I’m Caitlin’s friend, not Daniel’s, and I represent hell’s interests on the board of the New Commission.”
“But you trust him enough to let him teach your daughter.”
“I do,” Emma said.
“You are friends.”
“I am…sometimes irked by Daniel’s talent for getting himself in trouble. But, yes. Like I said. I’m Caitlin’s friend. Have been for centuries. And while Caitlin has a talent for picking problematic lovers, Daniel is the first one in ages who’s actually been good for her. He treats her right. He makes her happy. So, yes, if for that alone, I like him.”
“That’s not the part that confuses me,” Ada said.
Emma answered her with silence.
“Why does he like you?”
Emma arched an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”
“I didn’t mean it like that. I mean, like I said—I did my homework. Before he fell in with Bentley and Corman, Daniel got sucked in by a cult for about a year.”
“Ah. Yes.” Emma’s pert nose twitched. “The ‘Shepherd.’ He had quite the scam going, invoking demons and telling his followers that they were angels speaking prophecy.”
“He used Daniel as a possession subject. Repeatedly. He was possessed and exorcised over and over again. Most humans wouldn’t survive that kind of treatment. I’ve looked inside his soul. He has…scar tissue. On his insides. It must have been torture.”
Emma gave her the side-eye. “Point being?”
“You’re not an incarnate demon, like Caitlin. You’re a hijacker. You can only stay in this world while you’re possessing a human body.”
“I repeat: point being?”
Ada waved her gloved hand. The copper circuitry caught the overhead lights, shimmering.
“How can he stand to be in the same room with you?”
“Tact,” Emma said, “is not something that comes naturally to you, is it, little girl?”
Ada stared at her, waiting. Emma sighed.
“Fine. If you absolutely must know, around twenty years ago I was tapped by Prince Sitri to head up his financial operations on Earth. We have…certain investments, in his territories, which are not your concern—”
“The Southern Tropics Import-Export Company,” Ada said.
Emma’s eyes narrowed to slits.
“I did my homework.”
“I needed,” Emma said, forcing her teeth to unclench, “a long-term vessel, so I could establish a life and a legal paper trail as a mortal woman. I found one in the form of a coma patient. Shades of our present situation, really. She’d been on life support for quite some time, brain dead, her soul already moved on. So I moved in and made myself at home.”
Emma unfolded her arms. She turned one hand, studying her French manicure.
“It helped that she was the sole heiress to a very handsome family inheritance. So to answer your question, that’s why my nature isn’t an issue with Daniel. This body came with a vacancy, and it’s the only vessel I’ve ever worn around him. Only one I ever will. I have too much invested in being Emma Loomis, socially and financially, to swap my flesh on a whim. Now answer a question of mine.”
“Go for it,” Ada said.
“What will you do with the rest of your life if it turns out you aren’t the Paladin? What’s your fallback plan?”
“Thank you.”
“For?”
“Saying ‘if,’” Ada said. “A few too many people won’t even consider the idea.”
“I understand you dropped out of college.”
“The Redemption Choir needed me.”
Emma ran the pad of her thumb along her nails.
“You’re just a little older than my daughter. A year or two, maybe.”
“And?”
“And,” Emma said, “you’re too young to be gambling your future on some mystic possibility. You’re obviously a smart girl, smart enough to know how important a college degree is. You need to be planning for your future.”
Ada blinked at her. “I’m literally trying to make sure there is a future. For everyone. Saving the world, remember?”
“And I say again, what if it turns out that’s not your job? You know, there’s more than one way to save the world. You’re an engineering prodigy, but prodigious talent only goes so far. With the right education, with the right opportunities, think of how many people you could help.”
Ada shifted her weight from foot to foot. Her head dropped a little as she pulled her shoulders in.
“Thanks?” she said. “I mean, I’m not really sure why you care.”
Emma’s gaze held her, unblinking. “Why wouldn’t I?”
“You’re a demon.”
“And I live here, for the foreseeable future. My daughter will live here for her entire life. I see no oddity in wanting this world to be a better place, if only for her benefit.”
Ada fell into an awkward silence. For a bit.
“For what it’s worth,” she said, “I think you’re probably a really good mom.”
“I do my best,” Emma said.
They both turned their heads at the sound of fast footsteps, echoing along the shiny white tile. A familiar face rounded the corner.
“Toby?” Ada said. “What the hell, guy? I told you, nobody comes inside the hospital until I give the go-ahead. Where’s your partner and why aren’t you on patrol?”
“I came to warn you,” he gushed, breathless, as he ran toward them. “Outside, they set a trap. I have to show you something—”
He held her attention, keeping her eyes on his red-cheeked face while he closed the distance. Emma was more seasoned. She was watching his hands. She shouted a warning as he reared back, swiping at Ada’s neck with the sudden bristling claws of a tiger. Ada’s hands shot up, wrists together to form a V, catching his hand. Then she fired out a kick and drove her heel into his kneecap.
The thing that was Toby fell back in a crouch, illusory clothes turning to orange and black fur in a rippling wave. Spittle flew from tiger jowls and he let out a growl that shook the air. Then he came at her again.
Ada fell into her dojo stance: one foot forward, fists cocked, one facing downward and the other up. She met his lunge with a spinning punch and her glove ignited in an explosion of black light. A shower of purple and neon-dark sparks rained down, dancing on the tiles, while the rakshasa roared in pain. He dropped, balancing on his palms like an acrobat, and swung both legs around to knock Ada off her feet. Then he flipped himself around and pounced. She rolled out of the way as his claws came down, iron spears that dug ragged rents in the floor.
The door to Daniel’s room blasted open. Jennifer charged out into the hall, Margaux right behind her, and more company was on the way: the sound had drawn a gaggle of doctors and nurses, watching with wide eyes from the far end of the corridor.
“They’re tusslin’ too close. I can’t risk taking a shot,” Jennifer hissed. Ada scrambled to her feet, but the rakshasa was right on top of her, forcing her back with unrelenting swipes of his claws. “Margaux! Push those people back. Get their damn heads down!”
Ada’s shoulders rattled the plate-glass window. She was winded, overpowered, and the rakshasa lunged in for the kill with his teeth bared. Emma hit him from the side. She threw herself onto his shoulders, one arm curled around his throat and squeezing tight. He veered off course. Ada dove for cover and his claws stabbed the window. The glass ripped down his arm, spattering the white tile with blood. 
He bucked, throwing Emma, and she landed in a sprawling heap on the floor at his feet. The assassin loomed over her and raised both hands in the air, claws glinting.
“Everybody down,” shouted a voice at the other end of the hallway.
The rakshasa spun as a bullet punched into his chest, spitting from the tube of a sound suppressor. The woman at the end of the hall strode forward as she fired her pistol, her suit coat flaring back and her salmon necktie dangling at a crooked angle around her neck. She emptied her magazine, every shot plowing into the assassin’s body and painting the walls in rakshasa blood.
The assassin bellowed out a roar and threw himself at the fractured window. He crashed through, tumbling with a rain of stray glass shards, down one story to the pavement below. Bone cracked as he landed, one arm twisted behind his back. He loped off into the darkness, orange fur shimmering under a lamppost before he vanished, leaving nothing behind but a fading echo and a trail of blood.
The new arrival popped her magazine and loaded a fresh one, hands practiced, every motion stripped down for pure economy of movement. Ada stared at her, wide-eyed. Down the hall, Margaux was doing her part to calm the gaggle of hospital staff who had just seen the impossible.
“Who the hell are you?” Ada said.
“Harmony Black. I’m with the government. I’m here to help.”
“Second question.” Jennifer kept her revolver pointed at the floor, but she didn’t move to holster it. Not yet. “Why are you here?”
Melanie emerged from the doorway of Daniel’s room.
“I called her,” she said.
Jennifer stared at her. “You what? You know who this is, right?”
“Dan gave me her number when I became his apprentice. He said that if I ever ran into big trouble and couldn’t get in touch with anyone from the family, I should call her for help.”
“Imagine my surprise,” Harmony said.
“Anyway,” Melanie said, “he told me about his first encounter with Naavarasi. And with Agent Black. And that gave me an idea.”
Harmony held up a bottle. It was covered with glimmering blue sequins, and the blob of wax sealing its cork in place was etched with intricate, spidery sigils.
“I understand you have some questions about the spirit of Gilles de Rais,” she said. “I took him out of cold storage, so we can ask him ourselves.”




24


The streets of Carnival City ran in spokes and curves, like a dozen bicycle wheels laid flat and overlapping one another. Once a quarter mile was behind me, I started to breathe easier; no one was chasing me, and I’d put enough turns between me and the gatehouse that the guards would only find me by sheer luck.
That didn’t mean I was safe. I caught looks that told me I was anything but. Some of the demonic locals were eyeing me like a gourmet meal. I didn’t get any love from the humans, either: a couple crossed to the far side of the street when they saw me coming, and others kept their heads down and picked up their pace. It wasn’t hard to figure out why. Most of the damned displayed badges or insignia sewn into their clothing, sigils of fealty to whoever had sponsored their citizenship inside these hallowed walls. More than a few wore collars, like pets.
By contrast I was disheveled, alone, dressed in the rumpled suit that I’d slept in. I stuck out like a sore thumb. Nobody was challenging me with more than their eyes—not yet—but they knew there was something wrong about me. I needed to get off the street.
I tried asking for directions. The first four people walked by me like I was a ghost, not even breaking their stride. The fifth had a tapestry of interwoven tattoos covering every inch of exposed skin and a curtain of chains, joined by fishhooks, draping from his wrists to his hips like a bright brass cloak. He stopped when I hailed him, gazing at me with a single faceted eye. I’d made a habit not to judge people based on their looks, up in the land of the living. It was a good policy in general.
“Channel Two?” he said, his voice melodic. “You’re practically on top of it. Take a left at the next intersection, then follow the boulevard as it curves.”
I thanked him and moved along. Soon I spotted the rising spire of a signpost, branded with a wire-frame eye and a stylized 2 in bright, shining chrome. It was tilted to catch the eternally noon-high sun, the metal blazing. The crowd out front gave me pause. A protest? I wasn’t sure if protests were a thing that happened here. I slowed down and gave myself a second to scope things out before I got too close. Behind the crowd, a short flight of steps led to a sprawling production center, the walls chiseled from limestone and set with windows of stained glass.
A white limousine purred its way down the boulevard. The crowd broke into an excited clamor, surging toward the sidewalk as it pulled up to the curb. The driver, a barrel-chested and goat-horned man in a three-piece suit, jumped out and circled around. He cleared room with authoritative sweeps of his hand and opened the back door.
Stacy Pankow climbed out.
The crowd rushed in, waving autograph books and photographs, squealing and cheering. She basked in the glow as she brandished a thick pen. Outside the studio, she could have been anyone, dressed casual in a soft blue tunic top and black leggings.
She could have been anyone. But I knew her. And my heart was jammed up somewhere inside my throat, my feet stuck to the pavement, all that old guilt flooding back at once. I had to keep moving, to get inside before some real trouble found me out here, but that meant walking right past her.
Had to chance it. She was gracious with her fans, doling out autographs and small talk, a bright smile on her face. I was almost to the steps when she glanced up, saw me, and froze. I watched as her smile died. She just…stared.
The crowd sensed something. Her fans parted, some murmuring, some looking my way as they opened a hole. Stacy walked toward me. I didn’t know what to expect, if I was about to get a slap across the face or a knife in my gut. She stood right in front of me, silent. I couldn’t blame her. What do you say to the man who sent you to hell?
She didn’t say anything. She threw her arms around me, pulled herself against me with her head against my chest, and hugged me tight.
Slowly, uncertain, I put my hands around the small of her back. We held each other, for a while.
*     *     *

Stacy didn’t say a word until we were inside, whisked through doors of smoked glass. A lump of jelly-like flesh, ambling down the hall on centipede legs, waved a clipboard and squawked for her attention with the strangled voice of a parrot.
“We’ll be in my dressing room,” she said as we passed the creature. “Go find Piper. Pull her out of a meeting if you have to.”
She took my hand and tugged me through a door marked with a silver pentacle and a nameplate that just read Stacy in flowing cursive. It was half dressing room, half lounge, with a couple of red plush sofas sitting in one corner and a makeup table with a light-rimmed mirror in the other. A standing rack was lined with clothes, mostly PVC and shiny leather, every ensemble straight out of an S&M emporium. Stacy waved a hand at the rack and sighed.
“Wardrobe keeps doing this to me. I’m like, I built my brand, I know how to manage my brand. This is not what the audience—”
She stopped, her voice trailing off. She stared at me.
“I never even knew your name,” she said.
That seemed like a fine place to start.
“Daniel,” I told her.
She sat down on one of the sofas. She gestured to the other. I took a seat.
“I wasn’t exactly at my best when you met me,” she said.
“Same. I’ve been wanting to tell you…I’m sorry.”
“For?”
“Sending you here,” I said.
She shook her head.
“When I was torn open, dead, down in those storm tunnels…you can’t imagine the pain. Or the fear. It was endless. You freed me from that nightmare. This isn’t hell, Daniel. That was. And to be honest, my life before I got murdered wasn’t any great shakes. I mean, I made a lot of bad decisions, and I suffered for each and every one of them. Not in the afterlife. I paid when I was still breathing. I was locked into all my bad habits, making my own hell, and I couldn’t see it.”
She waved a hand, taking in the room, the dressing table and lights.
“I didn’t start living until I woke up dead. Piper met me at the airport. I guess her sister sent word, told her I had raw potential and she should give me an audition.” Stacy flashed a small, bitter smile. “She gave me Artie.”
The last time I saw Artie Kaufman, the porn director who had managed to snare and bind Caitlin to his service, Cait was eating him alive on his kitchen floor one slow bite at a time. I had a feeling, even then, that he hadn’t even begun to pay the price for his sins.
“I assume you ripped his heart out.”
She laughed. “Oh, no. I would have, don’t get me wrong, but Piper wanted to hold on to him. For when her sister visits, you know? In case they feel like playing with him. She keeps him on a hook in her basement.”
Some people I would have felt sorry for. Not Artie. He could rot.
“I got off the booze, off the drugs,” Stacy said. “And that was not easy. I mean, booze and drugs are everywhere down here. Those are the top two mechanisms for stress relief, next to sex and violence, and most people like to do all four at once.”
“I saw your show,” I said.
She gave me a bashful smile. “What did you think? Be honest.”
“It’s…a little extreme. But you’re a natural. I mean, you had that audience eating out of your hand.”
“Yeah, you get used to the ‘extreme’ part really fast. And thank you! Turns out I have some talents. I just had to die before I figured that out. It helps that I’m not a sadist.” She answered my dubious look with a giggle. “I’m not, honest. I just love performing. So I keep the show light, with lots of banter and jokes, and it’s kind of the closest thing to wholesome entertainment down here. And it helps that I cheat.”
“You cheat,” I echoed. “At torture.”
“Totally. Once Piper brought me on board—and once I dried out and got my head together—she had me take classes in this stuff. Anatomy, technique. Between you and me, I could have most of our contestants screaming their safeword in one minute flat. But who wants to watch a game show where nobody ever wins? So I learned how to fake it. If I like a contestant, or if I get an underdog who I know the crowd wants to root for, I go easy on ’em so they can beat the clock.”
“This place,” I said, “is really challenging a lot of my preconceptions.”
The dressing-room door gusted open and a storm blew in. I knew Caitlin’s sister in a heartbeat, once I looked past the ram horns and the glittering, segmented eyes. She had the same high cheekbones, the same delicate bow to her lips, the same authoritative stride. She pointed at me and snapped her fingers.
“You. Sit. Stay. Stacy, they need you over in Design, pronto. The new rat cage is ready and they need to show you how it works.”
Stacy pushed herself up, grumbling. “As if I haven’t poured hungry rats over somebody’s face before. And Piper, please? Wardrobe? Talk to them. Dominatrix attire and comedic banter do not go together.”
“They do in my bedroom.” She held up a mollifying hand to ward off Stacy’s glare. “Fine, fine, I’ll add it to the fifty other things I need to do in the next fifteen minutes. Don’t be a little diva. Go. Oh, and do not touch the coffee in the break room. Someone, and by ‘someone’ I mean Lucrezia, poisoned it. She’s still pissed that her time slot got bumped.”
Stacy paused in the doorway. She looked back at me.
“Hey,” she said. “Thank you. For everything. And if there’s anything you ever need, just say the word. You have friends down here.”
I had what I needed. A little forgiveness, a little peace of mind. A loose thread of my past that I could finally tuck into place. Stacy had given me more than she could know.
“I’m not sticking around much longer,” I told her, “but I assume I’ll be a permanent resident sooner or later. I’m not planning on racking up any good deeds between now and then, anyway.”
“You did one for me,” Stacy said.
The door shut. Piper loomed over me. She put one hand on her hip and fluffed her bangs with the other.
“So,” she said. “You’re fucking my little sister.”
“Most people would say ‘dating.’”
“Oh? Are you platonic friends?”
“Well, no, but—”
She tilted her head and gave me a well, then look.
“Caitlin is on her way and should be here directly. In the meantime, she gave me a security question, something only the real Daniel would know, to prove you aren’t a rakshasa in disguise.”
“Go for it,” I said.
“When you’re having intercourse with my little sister, what’s her favorite sexual position?”
“That is not what she told you to ask me.”
“Prove me wrong,” she said.
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Things were sliding out of control. The hospital staff had been willing to play along, once Jennifer used a mixture of intimidation and veiled bribery to rope them in, but that was before suppressed gunfire popped off in a second-floor hallway. Or before a man jumped out the shattered window and fled into the darkness.
Or, for the few who had seen the fight go down, before that same assassin had transformed into a monster before their very eyes.
The crew worked fast. Margaux and Emma roamed the mostly evacuated floor, checking doorways, making sure no one had called the police. Jennifer talked to the witnesses. Normally, when civilians got an eyeful of the real world, it was standard operating procedure to deny everything. The fantastic could be passed off as optical illusions, special effects, even mass hysteria. Tonight called for a different tactic.
“What you think you saw just now,” she told the gathered doctors and nurses, “is exactly what you did see. Now, we’re working hard to get our buddy out of here. Once we do, that thing won’t have any reason to come back. It wants us, not you. But if anything were to slow us down—for example, if the cops were to roll in here—this would suddenly become a standoff situation. And you people are gonna be up to your eyeballs in man-eating tigers with no way out of here. Think real hard about that, and try to be helpful.”
The chief of staff clutched his clipboard to his chest. “Was…was that an alien?”
“Something like that. All you need to know is that it can look and sound like anybody it wants to, and human flesh is its favorite food. Pair up, use the buddy system—”
Ada came up the hall, grim-faced and clutching her phone. She tugged at Jennifer’s sleeve.
“Didn’t help us any,” she said in a low voice. “I called everyone on sentry duty. I have two people missing. Meaning either that rakshasa ambushed a patrol and took both of them out…”
“Or there’s another one of those critters loose inside the building,” Jennifer said.
“I told my people to cluster up. All of them together, and nobody leaves anybody else’s sight for a second.”
“That’s smart.”
“It’s smart but slow,” Ada said. “We were covering every door and window. Can’t do that now.”
“Got Winslow and his MC in the lot, keeping an eye out. That’ll help some.”
She watched Ada disappear into Daniel’s room. Jennifer wished she were as confident as she sounded. Winslow’s people would watch for threats and check out any new arrivals; that didn’t mean a thing if the threat was already here, roaming the hospital halls with a freshly stolen face.
Daniel’s room was getting crowded. Harmony stood at his bedside, her expression unreadable, blank. Jennifer curled her fingers, beckoning.
“Bentley? Mel? Talk to you for a sec?”
Melanie ducked her head as she stepped into the hall. She spoke in a guilty whisper. “Look, I’m sorry. I know you don’t like her and you’ve got bad history—”
“No, you did good. That bottle might have the answers we’re looking for. Having to say ‘thank you kindly’ to the likes of Harmony Black is gonna stick in my craw, but I’ll get the words out.” She looked to Bentley. “You already know what I’m thinking, though.”
“That our two strongest Paladin candidates are Ada and Agent Black,” he said.
“It’s a little secondary to our problem at the moment, but…”
“But this could be an opportunity to gather valuable insight,” Bentley said. “Melanie, keep an eye on Ada. I’ll watch Harmony. We’ll see if any anomalies appear.”
“Bigger issue though,” Jennifer said.
Bentley nodded. “I see it. This puts some added time pressure on our shoulders, and time is already in short supply.”
Melanie looked between them, brow furrowed. “Why?”
“Same reason the president and the vice president don’t travel in the same plane.” Jennifer cocked a finger-gun, pointed it to her head, and pantomimed pulling the trigger. “This isn’t just our chance to figure out which one—if either of ’em—is the Paladin. It’s the Enemy’s best chance to clean house. We gotta get done and get gone.”
“It’s in Caitlin’s hands now,” Melanie said. “We’re ready to pull as soon as she’s ready to push.”
Jennifer looked to the door. “Then in the meantime, let’s see what Agent Black can do for us.”
The pocket watch on the nightstand let out a solemn, single tick as they came back into the room. The countdown stood at three seconds to midnight.
“To be blunt,” Harmony was saying, “my priority is protecting the civilians here. I’d say we should move his body off-site, but…”
Ada shook her head. “Not doable. The watch is holding his body in stasis, but once it runs down—if it runs down before we can pull his soul back—that ventilator is the only thing keeping him breathing.”
“And if you do succeed? He was shot. And drowned. He’s not going to open his eyes and go run a marathon.”
“It’s a one-problem-at-a-time situation.” Jennifer held Harmony in her steely gaze. “If his body flatlines before we can call his soul back, the tether snaps and he’s stuck in hell forever. We deal with that first. Worryin’ about his quality of life once he’s back in his own skin comes second. Let’s talk about that bottle.”
Harmony picked up the sequined bottle from the bedside table. It glistened under the overhead lights, encrusted with sapphire sequins.
“De Rais is trapped,” she said. “Unfortunately, the only way to communicate with him is to provide a host.”
Melanie edged away from the bottle. “We have to let him possess someone.”
“That’s right. Then we exorcise him and force him back into the bottle once we have the answers we need.”
“Can you do that?” Melanie asked.
Harmony nodded, grim. “I’ve done it before. He got loose once. We tricked him, bound his host, and put him back in cold storage. That isn’t the issue.”
“What is?” Jennifer asked.
Mama Margaux was over by the window, keeping an eye on the shadows in the parking lot.
“The things you let inside of you stay with you after they’re gone,” she said. “It’s not just a matter of letting him use your voice. He’ll flood every part of you.”
“De Rais butchered hundreds of innocent victims,” Harmony said. “Children. And those are the murders we know about, when he was still alive back in the 1400s. He’s had six hundred years to sharpen his craft in hell. The last man de Rais possessed…he felt all of it. He was a good agent. A friend of mine. He was never all right again after that. Never all the way himself.”
The faint beeping of the life-support machines, the rattling hiss of the ventilator, filled the silence around Daniel’s bed.
“I’ll do it,” Corman said.
Bentley’s frail hand took hold of the crook of Corman’s arm. “Cormie—”
“He’s our kid. Whatever Naavarasi’s game is, she’s got Dan square in her sights. This might be our only chance to get ahead of her, before she springs whatever she’s got planned for him. For our kid, I can take it.” Corman nodded at the bottle. “I don’t care if this asshole rode with Joan of Arc. Far as I’m concerned, he’s nothing but a punk. We’ll get answers out of him.”
“It should be me,” Bentley said.
Corman narrowed his eyes. “Not a chance.”
“When it comes to dealing with the dead, the best-laid plans have a habit of going astray. I’m…well, let’s be honest, I’m the least physically intimidating person in this room. If he somehow breaks loose, I’ll be the easiest host to incapacitate. It’s safer for everyone that way.”
“And you could have a heart attack,” Jennifer said. “The only thing more stressful than gettin’ possessed is the exorcism after.”
Melanie felt the heat of her mother’s glare. Emma hadn’t said a word, but her steady stare spoke clearly: don’t you dare. Didn’t matter. She was about to speak up, opening her mouth to volunteer, when—
“I’ll do it,” Ada said.
“You don’t owe us anything,” Jennifer said.
“I know. But I know who I am.”
Ada extended her open hands. Her fingers flexed, wire-inlaid glove curling.
“I know that none of you believe me. But I believe. If I’m the Paladin, then I have a duty to protect this world from any and all threats, not just the Enemy. Volunteering is what the Paladin would do. So, I volunteer.”
Silent glances crossed the room. Most of them landed on Harmony. She nodded once, then reached behind her, under her jacket. She produced a pair of handcuffs, steel rings dangling from the crook of her finger.
“All right,” Harmony said. “Let’s get you ready for the procedure.”
*     *     *

Two doors down, a hospital room stood vacant. Single occupancy, and the resident had been healthy enough to join the evacuation. They laid Ada in the bed, on top of freshly starched linens, and stripped her of her glove, her weapons. Harmony cuffed her left wrist to the bed’s rail and used a zip tie to secure her right. She twisted a spare sheet into a makeshift rope, knotting tight around Ada’s ankles and securing her legs.
Salt rained down from the cup of Mama Margaux’s hand, pattering onto the tile floor. She drew patterns, white on white, crystal trails that caught the light and gleamed like the tip of a diamond drill. Whisper-singing, all the while, the words of a song she’d learned in Haiti as a girl at her mother’s knee. She drew a pattern of protection around the bed, a winding sigil of iron bars.
They’d decided that fewer hands in the room, skilled ones, would make for a safer ritual. Harmony and Margaux would do the heavy lifting, while Jennifer covered the door in case of a mishap and Emma stood watch.
“You realize, if he manages to bust loose while he’s wearing your skin—” she’d warned Ada in the hallway.
“Then you do what you have to,” Ada told her.
The sequined bottle and its cargo of psychic sewage, of centuries of misery and pain, throbbed in Harmony’s grip. She asked Ada a question with her eyes. Ada nodded and took a deep breath.
Harmony broke the wax seal and pulled the cork, holding the mouth of the bottle right under Ada’s chin.
A purple-black shadow, shimmering heat-mirage vapor, escaped the bottle and flooded into Ada’s nostrils. It wormed between her parted lips, forcing its way inside her. Her eyes rolled back. She began to buck against the bed, convulsing, handcuffs rattling as she shook and thrashed. Her jaw made crackling sounds as it wrenched open, her tongue lolling, bloated and dripping with foamy spit.
Jennifer took a step toward the bed. Harmony held up her open hand.
“Wait for it.”
Ada’s back arched, her spine warped into an inhumanly sharp and twisted bow. Then she collapsed to the bed. Motionless.
Her eyes slowly opened. Just a little, showing irises turned to the color of wet garnets. She looked to Harmony. Her lips pursed, and she spat a single word in French.
“I could translate,” Margaux said, “but I don’t think you need me to.”
Harmony locked eyes with the possessed woman. “English, spirit. I know you’re capable of it.”
When Ada spoke, it was with the voice of an older man. A voice drunk on blood and cannon smoke.
“Of course I can speak English. I can also oink like a swine. But I repeat myself.”
“Do you remember me?” Harmony asked.
Ada’s lips curled in a reptilian smile.
“My gaoler. Something must have gone terribly wrong for you to summon me forth. Oh, terribly wrong indeed. How I relish it.”
“We have questions,” Harmony said. “You will answer them, fully and truthfully.”
“Questions?”
“About your mistress.”
De Rais let out a rasping laugh. “I’ll give you nothing. I’ll feast on your confusion and despair, and you’ll put me back in my prison well-fed. If you’re asking about her, I already know why you’ve called upon me. I can’t help you.”
Harmony set the empty bottle down on the bedside table. Then she cracked her knuckles.
“I don’t think you understand your situation,” she said.
The spirit flicked its stolen gaze, a dismissive eye roll.
“Your morality is your weakness,” he said. “You won’t do what needs to be done.”
“I’m not the same woman I was when we last crossed swords,” Harmony told him. “And we don’t have a lot of time. Innocent lives are at stake. So I promise you: you will answer my questions. And if I don’t scare you…Margaux?”
Mama Margaux approached the foot of the bed. She turned her hand, brandishing what she’d brought with her: a single nail, forged of black iron. De Rais let out a reflexive hiss, shrinking against the mattress.
“You know what this is,” Margaux said. “And you know what I can do with it.”
Harmony crossed her arms. “Naavarasi. Tell us what she’s planning.”
De Rais showed them Ada’s teeth.
“Planning? Oh, no. And you misunderstand me. I can’t help you. If you’re calling upon me, it’s not a question of what she’s planning. It’s what she’s already done, right under your noses. The avalanche has begun. You’re simply too far down the mountainside to see it coming. By the time you hear the roar, it will be far too late.”
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“I’ll give you two a minute,” Piper said.
Then she was gone, and Caitlin was standing in the dressing-room doorway. She looked like she’d just run a marathon: exhausted but glowing. There was a hitch in her step as she closed the distance between us. I couldn’t get a word out before her lips were on mine, her arms curling around my shoulders, mine encircling her waist and pulling her close.
“You’re hurt,” I said between kisses.
“I’m fine.”
I stepped back, holding her—like I was afraid she’d dissolve into a dream if I let go—at arm’s length. I saw the rents in her blouse, the thick weave of a black bandage underneath, held in place with layers of tape.
“You’re hurt. What happened?”
“One of Naavarasi’s pets happened. Forget that.” She took my chin in her hand, cupping her fingers, letting me feel the prickling of her nails as she gazed into my eyes. “Don’t you ever die on me again.”
“I think I’m obligated to do it one more time,” I said. “Human nature. I’ll put it off as long as possible, though. Promise.”
“Fair enough.”
“Speaking of not dying, do we have an exit strategy here?”
“Mm-hmm. Piper’s checking her conduit for messages from Emma. Once they’re ready on their end—” Caitlin paused. “Was she horrible?”
“Your sister? She was, uh…”
“She’s always been a bit critical when it comes to my paramours. This was not how I wanted the two of you to meet.”
“I’ve had more awkward introductions.” I hoped she didn’t press me for examples.
“And the exit strategy is simple. They pull from their end, I push from this end. We continue until you’re safely ensconced in your own body.”
“That sounds…”
“Painful?” She lifted a groomed eyebrow. “Exquisitely, I’m afraid. It should take less than a minute from their perspective, but perception and time are both relative across worlds. The process has been likened to giving birth—to yourself—so there’s something you’ll be able to cross off your bucket list.”
“Giving birth was never actually on my bucket list.”
“Why not?” she said. “Embrace the opportunity for a new experience.”
“Any alternatives?”
“You could stay in hell forever, but that seems a bit defeatist.”
She had a point. I had something that people down here would kill for: a second chance at life. I was going to grab on to it with both hands. I wanted to see my crew again. My family.
There was also the matter of payback.
“Naavarasi sent a hit squad after me,” I said, “and she had a backup plan waiting in the wings, in case they couldn’t get the job done. She knew exactly where I was going to arrive.”
Caitlin pursed her lips. “She decided where you would arrive, I’m fairly certain. She’s corrupted the very machinery of hell.”
“How could she get away with that? I mean, she’s damn good at what she does, but she’s been under Prince Malphas’s thumb this entire time. How did nobody notice?”
She dropped onto the red plush sofa, stretching her legs out, rubbing her calves. I sat down beside her.
“She let the system work,” she said.
“Meaning?”
“When half the people in the infernal bureaucracy are terrified to speak up, out of fear of their superiors, and the other half are so dogmatic that they refuse to see what’s plainly in front of their faces, the result is institutional silence. Naavarasi didn’t have to lift a finger, and she knew it. The system worked exactly as intended. It swept every last little crumb of chaos under the rug, covering for her in the process.”
“And now that we know the truth?”
“She’ll be formally denounced,” Caitlin said. “We’ll need you to give your testimony to Prince Sitri and lodge a complaint. Given the evidence, Prince Malphas will almost certainly hand her over in chains. It’s that or risk being held accountable for her actions, and that would be an act of war. We’ll grant her a fair trial and a swift execution. Maybe even in that order.”
“It’ll be my word against hers.”
“Except,” Caitlin said.
There was one other witness to my murder. The man who pulled the trigger.
“Do we want him dead or alive?” I asked. I knew which one I was hoping for.
“Either works, but if we can take your brother alive and deliver him to one of my prince’s Earth-side safe houses, it’ll be that much harder for Naavarasi to hide him or corrupt his testimony before her trial.”
“He’s loyal to her. He won’t crack.”
“Pet,” Caitlin said. She gazed into my eyes. “Everyone cracks, when you apply the right pressure. Besides, it’ll be more than words on display. Remember what happened when Naavarasi called me before the princes to account for our broken deal? Same arrangement. Your memories, and hers, will be extracted and displayed before the court. Ironically, considering who we’re talking about here, seeing is believing.”
“Which is why she was so desperate to stop me from reaching civilization. She knew that if I made contact with you, or anybody from Sitri’s court, she was sunk.” I paused, frowning. “Still.”
“Still?”
“Something doesn’t sit right with me. She didn’t just want me dead. She wanted me gone.”
Caitlin tilted her head. “Gone, meaning…?”
“Missing. Not just dead. She wanted to make sure that nobody knew where I ended up, and that nobody would be a hundred percent certain if I was dead, or missing, or lost somewhere. I thought maybe it was cruelty. A twist of the knife, to keep you up at night, wondering.”
“But while she is certainly cruel,” Caitlin mused, “she doesn’t act out of cruelty alone. There’s a reason behind her smallest machination. It’s all part of her grand design.”
“Exactly. So I’ve been trying to figure out her angle. How she benefits from making me vanish.”
“It would slow us down,” Caitlin suggested. “Keep us focused on searching for you, and distracted, while she proceeds with her plans.”
“Maybe,” I said. That made sense, I couldn’t argue it…but. My intuition said there was something bigger, something nastier, waiting in the wings. I just couldn’t see the whole picture.
Piper hadn’t come back yet. Looked like we had more than a minute. Enough time to raise a different issue, just between the two of us.
“I watched some TV,” I said.
“Never a good idea.”
I had thought up a dozen ways to be subtle and slick about this, to circle the elephant in the room and come up on it from behind. But that was for my own peace of mind and this wasn’t about me. It was about her. So I just said it, plain and clear.
“Am I dragging you down?”
She squinted at me. There were little motes of copper in her eyes, swirling, a constellation of dark and distant stars.
“Meaning?”
“The things they’ve been saying about you,” I told her. “That you’re not doing your job, that it’s because you’re spending all your time on Earth, with me—”
“Do you believe them?” she asked.
“I don’t know what to believe. I understand your job in the abstract—you hold down Sitri’s territory for him—but I never gave much thought to this side of the divide. Apparently I should have.”
“Or maybe you shouldn’t,” she said, “because it’s not your concern.”
“How can you say that? Of course it’s my—”
“Pet.” Caitlin sighed. “You seem to be under the impression that the slings and arrows being hurled at me are of recent design.”
“They’re calling our relationship out on television down here. We haven’t been together that long.”
“And before that, it was something else. And before that, it was another thing. The day I broke an angel, picking up my hunting spear while others trembled in their boots, they fell all over themselves trying to come up with reasons why it was a reckless and rash act. And if I hadn’t gone off to fight it alone, they would have called me a coward instead.” She reached over and put her hand on mine. “Beyond all the excuses, all the petty gripes and complaints, their real issue is that I’m a commoner with a noble’s title. And if I successfully defend myself against one accusation, they’ll just make up something else, because none of their arguments are made in good faith in the first place. It’s a game that can’t be won. So I don’t play.”
“Are you really in danger of being replaced?”
She wrinkled her nose.
“In their dreams. At the end of the day there’s only one person I answer to, and he’s sitting on the throne.”
“He is a little mercurial,” I said. “I mean, he gave me a knighthood.”
“Well, yes. But that was based on the circumstances and the need at hand. Also, he thought it was funny.”
I let that slide without comment.
“I want to support you,” I said. “You, your career, your ambitions. It’s important to you. That makes it important to me. I’m just not sure how to do that.”
Her fingers curled, squeezing mine. “You already do. You support me. Let the naysayers squawk. It’s all they’re good for, anyway.”
“So I shouldn’t go around punching out reporters?”
“Please don’t,” she said.
“Maybe just one or two, to get the message across?”
“Congratulations,” Caitlin said, her voice dry. “You may be the first human ever sent back to the land of the living because he would cause too much trouble in hell.”
“I do strive for excellence.”
The dressing-room door opened, and Piper poked her head in, golden locks wisping around her ram horns. She didn’t look happy.
“Emma just sent word.”
“New developments?” Caitlin asked.
“New trouble.”
“Not unexpected.”
Piper glanced over her shoulder, stepped inside, and closed the door behind her. She kept one hand firmly on the knob.
“The kind of trouble,” she said, “that certain high ministers in the Apparatus would happily make us all disappear over, rather than face the ugly truth. Our French knight is singing like a caged bird, and if he’s telling the truth, the danger is far worse than we imagined.”
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The thing inside Ada’s brain, curled up like a sentient tumor and using her body as a puppet, couldn’t conceal his delight.
“You didn’t believe her story about being the last of her kind, did you?”
Emma and Jennifer shared a glance, while Mama Margaux stood by with her iron nail in hand. Harmony Black was a statue, arms crossed, eyes unblinking, fixed on Ada’s face.
“We knew Kirmira was her son,” Emma said. “Same as the creature masquerading as Cuddey. And she’s been repopulating the species.”
Ada’s possessed tongue flopped across her lips, lewd and clumsy.
“For quite some time,” de Rais said. “Long enough to raise a fine batch of boys to manhood. Say, this reunion is missing some people.”
“The man who was your vessel last time is…retired,” Harmony said. Her fingers tightened on her elbows.
“With many fond memories of our time together, I am certain. But that’s not who I’m missing.” Ada’s mouth drooped, the corners crinkling at odd angles, a stolen open-mouthed grin. “Where is the magician, with his card tricks and bravado?”
“Not here,” Harmony said.
De Rais chuckled, a leathery and rasping sound.
“Off to his just desserts, in the pit, you mean. That’s the only reason you’d free me from that cursed bottle. His lover swooped in to save him at the gates of hell and found nothing. Not a trace. Where is that pesky man, you’re wondering. The uncertainty must be a special kind of torment for you.”
Another glance. Emma and Jennifer didn’t need to say it out loud: Naavarasi’s plan, whatever it was, depended on Daniel going missing. Not dead, but gone. De Rais didn’t know he’d already been found, that he’d slipped every trap the rakshasa queen laid in his path.
“We’ll find him,” Jennifer said.
“I do not think that you will.”
“I’ll tell you another thing we know,” Emma said, choosing her words carefully. “We know that Naavarasi compromised the Oculus Infernum.”
De Rais reacted with mock surprise. “But I thought all of Lucifer’s creations were perfect. Such a thing would surely be—”
Mama Margaux took a step forward. Just one firm step, with steel in her eyes and the iron nail in her hand. She lifted the nail. The motion silenced him, breath catching in his stolen throat.
“I’m in no mood to take lip from spirits,” Margaux said. “Not ever, especially not tonight, and never from the likes of you, child killer.”
De Rais looked to Harmony. “You won’t let her use that.”
“Won’t I?” she asked.
“You’re supposed to be a defender of the law. A champion of justice and righteousness.”
“Like I told you,” Harmony said, “I’m not the woman I was when we last met.”
Her arms fell to her sides. She walked over to the linen closet, took out a pillow, and tugged it free from its pale yellow case.
De Rais squinted. “What are you doing?”
She spun the pillowcase, turning it into a thick, uneven rope.
“I’m going to gag you,” she said, “so your screams don’t bother the civilians. Nod your head when you’ve had enough. Margaux? Give him a taste.”
“Wait, wait—” he cried as the two women closed in on him. “Wait, damn you both.”
“Sounding a little more cooperative now,” Margaux said.
“It doesn’t matter,” he told them. “My mistress has already won. She laid the groundwork for her magnum opus decades ago. You can’t stop what’s coming. You never could.”
“The Oculus,” Emma said.
“My achievement. My mistress charted a path to the mountain and through the labyrinth—a map drawn in the blood of countless dead traitors.” He shot a look at Emma. “You demons. So eager to stab one another in the back, so easy to manipulate when the enemy of your enemy comes calling. I was given an expedition force of seven rakshasa warriors, and up the iron mountain we climbed.”
Emma loomed over him, leaning closer. “What did you do?”
“Corrupted the incorruptible machine, and built a device of my own design to override it. From that day forward, Mistress Naavarasi had control of the Oculus Infernum. She has the power to move people into hell without showing on the arrival lists, to direct their souls where she pleases—and to bring them back. Those warriors I mentioned? They were alive. She has a safe house in your world where her children can be placed into…” He looked to the tiled ceiling and muttered to himself. “Words, words for it, this is science beyond my time…certain chemicals are used, to induce a death-like sleep. Close enough to death to jar their souls from their bodies.”
“A medical coma?” Jennifer said.
He shrugged. “I do not know the English for it. But, you see? So long as she is subtle—and my mistress is very subtle—she commands the gates of life and death. If she needs her warriors here, they are here. If she needs them there, she simply sends them and calls their souls back when their work is done. An elite army with a foot in two worlds. And no place for her enemies to hide.”
“Where’s the safe house?” Harmony asked.
“I might know, had I not been sealed in a bottle. Pity, that.”
“And her plan?”
“Sweet revenge. She has nurtured vengeance in her heart since the day her world and her crown was taken from her. Kindled it into a ferocious and undying flame. All the while, growing her ranks, seeding her children into positions of power, positions of access.”
De Rais locked eyes with Emma, lips curled in a drooping, mocking sneer.
“She will burn your precious hell to ashes, demon. She’s going to tear your ‘Cold Peace’ to shreds and expose it for the naked hypocrisy it is. I hope you enjoyed those long years of civil war, down in the pit…because this time, it will never end.”
*     *     *

I felt numb, listening to Piper recount the news from Emma. Then my blood went hot. It was the cusp of midnight—for me, for everyone—and we were fumbling with nothing but riddles and crumbs to go on.
Just like Naavarasi wants it. The thought burned me. After all Caitlin and I had gone through together, all the snares she’d thrown in our path—
“Us,” I said out loud. Caitlin and Piper both turned my way.
A knock sounded at the dressing-room door. Piper cracked it, just a bit, then opened it up and ushered Stacy inside.
“This is not a good time,” Piper said.
Stacy blinked. “This is my dressing room, though?”
“It’s fine,” I said. “We might need more hands on deck, and you three are the only people I know I can trust down here.”
After a heartbeat of hesitation, Piper shut the door and twisted the lock. We brought Stacy up to speed. Halfway through, she had to sit down, perching on the edge of the red plush sofa with her hands on her knees.
“The kind of damage she could cause if she really cut loose with the Oculus—” Stacy said.
“Naavarasi doesn’t do anything at random,” I said. “The damage in question is going to be specific, planned, and highly targeted, even if it looks like chaos.”
“Why did you say ‘us,’ before Stacy came in?” Caitlin asked me.
“Something occurred to me. Okay, so we know that Naavarasi intended for me to vanish. If her hit squad at the tenement didn’t get me, Meadow Brand and her posse of cannibals would have.”
“To stop you from testifying against her,” Caitlin said.
I shook my head. “I don’t think so. That’s part of it, sure. But Spengler was specific and he got his orders straight from Cuddey, which means they came from the queen herself. I wasn’t just supposed to die. I was supposed to vanish in a way that would turn my fate into a big question mark.”
“Not seeing the ‘us’ part,” Piper said.
“Remember, this is her backup plan. Back when she sent the Order of Chainmen after me, that was just the opening move in a gambit to enslave both me and Caitlin.”
Piper’s eyes flared with motes of burning scarlet, like a flurry of cigarette embers. She turned on her heel, leaning in toward Caitlin. “She what?”
“It was nothing.” Caitlin gave an awkward wave. “We handled it.”
“And I’m just hearing about this now, why?”
“Because we handled it.”
“We are going to have a talk,” Piper said.
“I’m the prince’s hound,” Caitlin said. “Danger is my business.”
“I’m your big sister,” Piper said. “Payback is mine.”
I cut in. “Hopefully we’ll all get a chance. At this point the line to kill Naavarasi is long enough to wrap around the block. No reason we can’t share.”
Stacy was listening, eyes sharp, perched on the edge of her sofa.
“So she shifted gears,” Stacy said.
I nodded. “Changed the master plan, but considering how long she’s been laying the groundwork for this, she can’t have changed it all that much. So this is what we know for sure: she wanted to take me and Caitlin off the board. We threw a wrench into that plan, so she settled for having Teddy put a bullet in me.”
“Who’s Teddy?” Stacy asked.
“My brother.”
She stared at me.
“Don’t worry,” I said. “He’s on the list.”
“We also know what drives her,” Caitlin said. “Prince Malphas annexed her pocket-world, conquered it, and brought her back as a living trophy. He awarded her a barony and tried to make nice when the three-headed dullard realized he could use her skills for espionage. Too little, too late. She loathes this place, she despises our people, and she’s thirsty for blood.”
“So she’s going to attack Prince Malphas,” Stacy said. She paused. “Can she do that? I didn’t think anything could hurt a prince of hell. That’s why they’re the princes.”
“They’re powerful, not all-powerful,” Caitlin said.
Piper agreed. “And Naavarasi has had a long time to hunt for weaknesses.”
“Malphas is the seed of her grudge, but it won’t end there,” I said. “She wants to tear the whole system down. Pit demon against demon, while she sits on the sidelines and laughs. And she’s got a gang of killers who can hop between Earth and hell and perfectly imitate…”
I fell silent.
“Anyone,” Caitlin said. “Or just you.”
“I know you don’t think much of that bluster on the news,” I said, “but people are talking, and my name’s been dragged into it. People know I’m your consort, not to mention Prince Sitri’s newly minted knight. So what would happen if I—that is, a rakshasa assassin wearing my face—took a shot at Malphas?”
Caitlin paled. “The end of the Cold Peace. Not just warfare between our two courts. It would start there, but history teaches us what happens when the balance begins to slide: all the other courts join in, sharpening their forks and knives. Civil war. And worse than the one before it, most likely. We’ve had time to practice.”
“It’s a solid theory,” Piper said, “except for one problem. A knight of Sitri’s court—especially one with your reputation for tricks—would never be allowed within a mile of Prince Malphas. She could use her other servants to help open the way, but then there’d be an investigation into how ‘you’ slipped past palace security. Eventually people would figure out the truth. Maybe in time to prevent a war, maybe not, but I don’t see Naavarasi leaving that up to chance.”
Then it clicked.
“Right plot,” I breathed. “Wrong prince.”
I remembered Sitri’s interview on the news broadcast I caught, back at the human compound. The prince usually communicated by video transmission, reaching out to his subjects from some remote hiding hole.
“A drawback, of course, is that people do talk. Am I perhaps infirm? Ailing? Every now and again, a public appearance is necessary to put such rumors to rest. And I do enjoy getting up close and personal with my most ardent supporters. A chance to press the flesh, if you will.”
Caitlin said it before I could: “That’s Naavarasi’s target. His in-person reception. Tonight.”
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“I’m missing something,” Stacy said. “How would making it look like Daniel attacked Prince Sitri—or Daniel and Caitlin together, if her first plan had worked—lead to a war?”
“Because a shape-changer can put any words in our mouths that he wants to,” I said.
“Like framing us as double agents for another court.” Caitlin’s eyes narrowed, going hard. “Picture this: her agents hit the reception wearing our faces, claim to be striking a blow for Prince Malphas, and vanish into the night. The scandal would be unprecedented. People are already primed to believe the worst about me, and they’d be falling all over themselves to pin a traitor’s shame on the end of my career.”
I looked to Stacy. “This is what I mean by targeted chaos. Naavarasi’s specialty. Everyone gets hurt. Everyone but her. Cait, we have to get a warning to the prince and stop that reception.”
“I have to,” she said. “We need to get you back in your body first. Canton’s pocket watch is down to its last few ticks and we can’t spare a single one.”
“We’ll split the work,” Piper said. “You send Daniel back to the land of the living, and Stacy and I can head for the capitol building.”
I thought back over de Rais’s secondhand testimony. Then I shook my head.
“That’s half the job. There’s a chance Naavarasi’s assassin isn’t here yet and even if he is, we can’t let him call for reinforcements. One angry rakshasa is deadly enough. We’ve got to get to this ‘device’ de Rais built, the machine that can override the Oculus, and smash it to pieces. Or just turn it off. Whatever works.”
“We don’t know where it is,” Piper said.
“I think we do. When Spengler was driving me through Dead City, we passed a walled-off district he said used to belong to de Rais. Naavarasi wouldn’t leave anything too powerful—or incriminating—where Prince Malphas or his people might find it. Stashing the device down in Dead City, where demons usually don’t set foot, is the perfect hiding place.”
“Then let’s send you home,” Caitlin said, “and I’ll go check it out.”
“Cait,” I said.
The shroud of bandages wrapped around her waist was soaking through. Slow, dark stains, seeping up into the coarse cloth. She looked down and wrinkled her nose.
“I’m fine.”
I took her hand.
“And you are amazing, and strong, and goddamn good at your job,” I said, “but you’re also hurt, and the math isn’t on our side. From what de Rais said, there are at least seven rakshasas out there who we don’t know about. I took out two of them when I first woke up, and you aced the one pretending to be Cuddey. That leaves four, and they don’t believe in fair fights. The only good news is, neither do we.”
“Pet,” she said, “you do understand the gravity of your situation, yes? Your body is dying. You are lying in a hospital bed, at this very moment, with nothing but some machinery and Canton’s enchanted watch keeping your soul tethered.”
“Then we’ll have to work fast, because I can’t help you here from over there.”
“You can’t help me over there if you get trapped in hell forever. Which is exactly what will happen if you’re not back in your own flesh before the watch strikes midnight.”
Maybe I wasn’t thinking it through. Maybe the bad press, and the realization that Caitlin was getting smeared by her own people for the crime of spending time with me—for choosing me, loving me, a gift I’d probably never understand—was still gnawing at my gut. Pushing me, even while the race back home was down to the wire, to make some kind of performative gesture of support.
Or maybe I was right on the money. Time and time again, Naavarasi had outfoxed us and nearly taken everything we had, including our lives. I was fairly confident that for once, we’d finally sprinted a couple of steps ahead of her. If I was right, we could ruin her master plan once and for all. If I was wrong, the real trap would be lurking in de Rais’s old neighborhood. And Naavarasi would have a chance to catch Caitlin wounded and alone. I wasn’t having that.
“She’s been building up to this moment for decades,” I said. “Maybe longer.”
Caitlin considered that. “True. What of it?”
I squeezed her hand.
“Beautiful, after all the shit she’s put us through, are you really going to make me miss the moment when it all blows up in her face?”
She offered me a wan smile.
“And that’s the only reason, pet?”
“Can we agree to pretend that it is?”
“Perhaps.” She closed her eyes for a moment. Then she looked to her sister. “We’re going to need a few things.”
“You’re not seriously considering this. He needs to go back to Earth, and you need a medic.”
“You will find, beloved sister, that Daniel and I are capable of doing great things together.”
“Besides,” I added, “I have a reputation for bad decisions to uphold.”
*     *     *

The television studio garage had all the charm of a war zone. Battered news vans slumped on lopsided tires in dirty concrete bays, their dusty white side-panels riddled with bullet holes and broken arrowheads. Some had been scorched by flame, others patched up with sheets of scrap-metal armor and barbed-wire garlands. It smelled like spilled gas and the stale smoke of cheap cigarettes. The only light came from flickering, whining overheads, and I had to sidestep fast—nearly stumbling into Caitlin—as something tiny and green went barreling past me.
Wild hammering turned my head. More of the things, each around two feet tall and dressed in oil-stained sackcloth robes, were swarming over one of the dead vans. Some dangled from the lip of the propped-up hood, attacking the engine, while others pummeled the bullet-eaten hull with rusted tools.
Piper glanced back over her shoulder, catching my eye. “Gremlins,” she said.
“Gremlins,” I echoed.
“Gremlin mechanics. They work cheap.”
“Maybe we’re just mixed up on Earth,” I said, “but aren’t gremlins mostly known for breaking things?”
“Not if you train them properly. When they do a good job, we give them the most hopeless vans to work out their aggressions on. You know, as a treat.”
An arc grinder squealed to life behind us. I kept walking.
A side door whistled open, then fell shut with a metallic chunk. A lanky human with slicked-back hair and a pencil-thin mustache led a small entourage: a pair of impossibly scarred burn victims toting black plastic crates and a woman, violet-skinned with delicate budding horns, balancing a bulky camera on her shoulder. Piper snapped her fingers to grab their attention.
“Walt. You headed over to the prince’s reception?”
“Yes ma’am,” the man with the mustache said.
“Good. Stacy and I are riding with you. Double-time it, and we both need our makeup done on the way over.”
His eyes turned curious. “You’re going on camera? Yourself?”
“If all goes according to plan, we’ll be breaking some serious news tonight.” Piper tossed her hair, took a deep breath, and pushed her shoulders back. “Channel Three can suck it.”
“We need to borrow something sturdy,” Caitlin said.
“You’re going back into Dead City,” her sister replied. “You need to borrow a tank. Unfortunately we don’t have one.”
“We do have the next best thing,” Stacy said.
Piper sucked in her lips.
“Caitlin,” she said, “if you were anyone but my sister…”
The company limousine sat at the end of the line, parked at an angle. Keys jangled in Piper’s hand. She tossed them over her shoulder without looking back, and I scrambled to catch them.
“I have no idea who commissioned this beast, before it dropped into hell,” she said, “but it’s a fortress on wheels. Armor plating, bulletproof windows, run-flat tires, the entire goodie bag. Please bring it back in one piece.”
“No promis—” Caitlin slapped my shoulder, and I caught myself. “I mean, we’ll do our best.”
“There’s a flare gun in the trunk. If you run into real trouble, it’ll signal a search-and-rescue party. That said, by the time they actually arrive…you know what? Just don’t run into real trouble.”
“No promises,” Caitlin said.
I’d driven a limo before. Not well, but I could manage. I slid behind the wheel, adjusting my seat while Caitlin got in beside me.
“Not riding in the back?” I asked.
“I thought about it. Luxury is for after the work gets done. Are you sure you can find this place?”
“Pretty sure. The nice thing about a city made out of bits and pieces of other cities is that there’s no shortage of distinctive landmarks.”
“Once we leave, if you aren’t certain—”
I reached for the ignition. Caitlin’s hand clamped down on my wrist. Hard. Hard enough to turn my head, our eyes locking.
“Listen to me, pet. If you aren’t absolutely certain you know the way, you will tell me so. And we will abandon this quest and put you back in your own body. We don’t know how much time we have and every second matters.”
“I hear you,” I said.
“Good. Someday you will be welcomed in this land, when your proper time comes. But not now. You aren’t prepared to say goodbye to your life among the living, and I’m not prepared to go back to your family and tell them that I failed to save you.”
“You won’t have to,” I promised.
I hoped I could back that up. Otherwise I’d have eternity to think about everything that went wrong.
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We made it two blocks into Dead City before the trouble started.
They had seen us coming farther away than that, far enough to throw together a crude barricade: some busted furniture, scrap wood, and old street signs, piled up in the middle of the broken boulevard and flanked by a few locals who looked like rejects from Meadow Brand’s gang. They wore armor made of bloody, splintered bones and brandished sharpened rebar spears.
“Welcoming party,” I said.
“Mm,” Caitlin replied, noncommittal.
“Should we pull over and see what they want?”
“Mm-mm,” she said, shifting in her seat and stretching like a cat.
“Didn’t think so.”
I pressed down a little harder on the gas pedal. The limousine was lacking a turret, but it still handled like a tank, all the armor weighing it down and making it tail-heavy. Slow to accelerate, but once she got going, she was hard to stop. I eyed the way ahead. They’d been sloppy with the barricade—I would say it was because of the rush job, but somehow I doubted these guys would do any better with a whole day’s head start and an illustrated instruction manual—and the far left side of the street offered me more room to maneuver. I veered left and aimed for the gap.
The front tire slammed into the curb, sending the limo lurching upward, ramming the barricade and plowing through in a thunderous spray of shattered wood and splinters. The frustrated ambushers hurled bricks, a couple of them cracking against the back window, leaving chips and dust behind.
The next attack came from above, as I swerved hard onto a wide-open boulevard flanked by rundown apartment buildings. Spears rained down from the upper windows, a fusillade of sharpened rebar and wooden dowels tipped with jagged twists of rusted metal. The impacts sounded like a hailstorm as they pelted the limo’s roof, clattered on pavement, and littered the desolate street.
“Did you know”—I leaned into the wheel, wrenching it hard at the next corner—“yesterday was my fortieth birthday?”
Caitlin pursed her pomegranate lips. “Did you think I’d forget?”
“I almost forgot.”
“You’ve been a bit distracted.”
A feral howled a screeching battle cry as he charged from an alleyway, greasy and naked save for a mask and a ragged cape, both sewn from stitched-together scraps of human skin. He swung a revved-up buzz saw high above his head and brought it down. The blade spat sparks as it collided with the armored doors, drawing a scrape and sending him staggering back from the impact. He capered and danced in the rearview mirror, still howling, swinging the saw in mad spinning circles.
“My people measure milestones in centuries rather than decades,” Caitlin said, “but I do appreciate the importance of the occasion.”
“That I’m officially over the hill? Old and decrepit? A shambling shell of the man I used to be?”
She ignored me. “Once we return to the land of the living, we’ll celebrate properly. With family and friends, as it should be.”
“And presents?”
What I’d taken for a pile of trash up ahead suddenly rose to its full height, a hunch-shouldered man draped in camouflage made from black bags, netting, and dripping gobs of rotting garbage. He clutched a vintage submachine gun in his moldy gloves, the wire-frame stock pressed to his belly. His eyes, shielded under aviator goggles, narrowed to slits as he opened fire.
The Sten gun chattered like a typewriter and bullets stitched across the limo’s hood, leaving dimples like acne scars. A second burst cracked across the windshield, chipping the glass.
I aimed straight for him and stepped on the gas.
We jolted in our seats as he hit the hood, going up and over and taking flight, only to crash down to earth and roll across the pavement in a tangle of broken limbs. I steadied the wheel, evening out the limo’s drunken sway, and sailed through the next intersection.
“I am certain,” Caitlin said, “that there will be presents. Unless that’s a euphemism for birthday sex.”
“Will there not be birthday sex?”
I hit the brakes. The limo’s weight fought me, but I reined it in, coming to a crawl and finally a dead stop in the middle of the boulevard. Caitlin tilted her head, her pale brow furrowed.
“Pet? What is it?”
“Have to find a way around,” I said, pointing to the stop sign at the corner.
A familiar glyph had been painted there, rust-red on red. A dripping Eye of Horus.
“Ecko,” Caitlin said, packing a world of disgust into a single syllable.
“I rolled through here with Spengler, but he didn’t notice us. I don’t want to tempt fate twice.”
Caitlin thought for a moment. Then she lifted her chin, staring at the road ahead.
“Do it. Drive.”
“Cait—”
“We don’t have time,” she said. “Every passing moment brings you closer to your true death, and there’s no coming back from that. If this is the shortest route to de Rais’s old lair, then this is the route we take.”
I couldn’t argue. I could feel Canton’s watch ticking down, and I wasn’t sure how long I had left before the last of its magic drained away, leaving me stranded in hell forever. A roll of the dice was the best play here.
“Sure,” I said. “Hey, maybe we’ll get lucky.”
We made it one block.
A ragged man stood on the next corner, alone. His skin and his clothes both in tatters, empty and encrusted pits for eyes, his face crisscrossed with weeping cuts. He raised one hand, silent as the grave, and pointed at us.
Somewhere above our heads, a window exploded. Then came the buzzing of locusts and a dark cloud that blotted out the infernal sun.
The swarm crashed down on the limousine, buffeting us like a hurricane. I clutched the wheel, steering hard to keep us on the road, the limo’s tail swerving. Fat brown locusts billowed against the windshield, blinding us.
And in the storm of insects, a face emerged, features suggested and shaped by the undulating rhythm of the locust swarm. Damien Ecko stared hungrily at me from the other side of the bulletproof glass.
“Faust,” he growled.
I hit the brakes. The necromancer’s swarm-body overshot the limo, swirling up into the sky, regrouping for another attack as I slammed back in my seat and poured on the speed.
“I’ve been wondering,” I said, “if necromancers get weaker or stronger once they’re dead.”
Caitlin craned her neck, frowning up at the cloud. “Technically he’s been dead since the time of the pharaohs. You just destroyed his corporeal body and forced him to change addresses.”
“Good point.”
The swarm came down like a hammer and the limo’s suspension shook, nearly bottoming out. Then the cloud washed over the windows, blinding us again, as the bugs scrabbled at every door handle and crack. Ecko was looking for a way inside. I caught glimpses of his disembodied face here and there, probing, hunting.
Then he shifted tactics. The swarm tore away, wheeled around in the air above, and twisted itself into a living spear. It slashed down, carving across the front left tire, and the rubber blew with a crack of thunder.
“These should be run-flats,” Caitlin said, bracing herself with a hand on the dashboard while the limo bounced and swayed. “Allegedly. Don’t stop.”
Stopping wasn’t an option. I’d drive on the rims if I had to. I needed to shake him while I still had a chance. At least I could see the road ahead now, save for the spattered corpses of dead locusts littering the windshield. We had to be close to the far end of Ecko’s turf. I wasn’t sure if he’d stop at the border or chase us to the ends of hell.
I had an inkling, though. “Where is his heart?”
“Hmm?” Caitlin said.
“Either he’s managed to transform it along with the rest of him or he figured out a way to stash it somewhere. Back on Earth, he hid his organs in canopic jars. Made him a hard target, but it kept him on a leash.”
The cloud spun, churning, reforming on the right side of the road. He was telegraphing his moves, getting ready to take out the other front tire. I counted under my breath. A second before he committed to the attack, I swerved left.
The spear-cloud plunged toward the limo, adjusting course on the move. I waited until the last second and spun the wheel. The limo veered hard toward the oncoming swarm. I caught a glimpse of Ecko’s face in the locust hurricane one second before we slammed straight into it. The swarm scattered, whipping away on a gust of arid wind, turning wounded cartwheels in the sky.
We were a block ahead by the time the cloud reformed, drawing all the bits and pieces of the necromancer’s transformed soul together once more, and not long after that we shot through an intersection and past a second Egyptian eye, painted in dripping scarlet on a crumbling brick wall. The swarm stopped dead at the borders of Ecko’s territory, reeling like it had hit an invisible barricade. The buzzing cacophony faded fast in the distance, swallowed by the growl of the limo’s engine and the rattling of the punctured front tire.
“There was a time,” I said, “when I thought killing my enemies would get them out of my hair. Didn’t realize it was a temporary solution.”
“You can always kill them twice,” Caitlin pointed out.
“Oh, I’m making a list.”
Either the limo’s tires weren’t as sturdy as promised or they just hadn’t been crafted to stand up to a psychotic necromancer. Understandable. The steering wheel shook in my grip, fighting me every inch of the way while the limousine wobbled and bounced along the road.
At least we’d made it through the gauntlet. Our journey ended at a towering wall of scrap and steel, brick piles and trash, choking off the boulevard from end to end. The border of Gilles de Rais’s old stomping grounds.
“We’re not going to make it back in this condition,” I said. “Why don’t you check out the barricade and find us a way past, while I change the tire?”
It was a good plan. Then I popped the trunk. The emergency flare gun was there, as promised, along with an empty dust-lined cavity where the spare tire should have been. My heart sank.
“Hey, Cait?” I called out. “No spare.”
She was halfway up the barricade, clinging to the brittle, jagged mound like a spider.
“It’s not as if we can special-order replacement parts down here,” she called back. “What tumbles into hell is what we get, nothing more.”
“I appreciate that, but we’re a little stranded out here.”
I contemplated the flare. Firing it off would bring help from the studio—maybe, if we were lucky—but it would also be a beacon for every lunatic and lowlife within thirty blocks of here. A distress flare meant easy pickings. Or maybe just a free lunch.
Without it, the only way back was on foot. And I’d be dead, forever-dead, before we made it halfway there.
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Caitlin had vanished, scaling the tangled debris and slipping to the other side. Her voice was muffled, soft in the distance.
“Pet. The building to the right of the barricade. Can you get inside?”
The building in question was an old Woolworth’s department store, probably fallen from the living world long before I was born. I didn’t need my lockpicks; the front windows were half-shattered already, and I carefully knocked out a few shards with the butt of the flare gun before clambering over the moldy wooden sill.
The blood-tinged glow of the infernal sun filtered through the empty store, casting shafts of dusty light across empty shop counters and leaning mannequins with featureless faces. The mannequins were posed like customers, holding silent conversations in the barren aisles, sitting at the lunch counter, lurking in the dressing-room shadows.
“Nope,” I said under my breath. “Don’t like that. Don’t like that one bit.”
The garish orange gun came with a pair of flares. One in the chamber, one wrapped in tearaway plastic. I double-checked the load, unwrapped the backup flare, and stuffed it into my hip pocket.
I heard a scrabbling, clicking sound from behind the lunch counter, like someone wrestling with a rusted-out lock. I kept my eyes on the mannequins as I made my way over. A door in back squealed on its hinges, a fingers-on-a-blackboard screech that echoed through the desolate store. Caitlin stood in the doorway, beckoning me over.
She glanced down at the orange plastic gun in my hand. “I didn’t see the flare go up.”
“I didn’t shoot one. We’ve got no idea what’s waiting for us in here. Last thing we need is a whole mess of trouble getting ready to jump us on the way out. I figured it’d be better to check this place out, barricade ourselves in or find a safe spot to hide, and then call the cavalry.”
“It’ll take time for the station to scramble a rescue team.”
Time we didn’t have. I got it. She studied me for a moment, thinking.
“This,” Caitlin said, “is where our paths diverge. Once we’ve gleaned the secrets of de Rais’s old lair—assuming there are any secrets to be found—I’m sending you home.”
“Cait—”
“I know. You want to help protect my prince. Or, to be more accurate, you want a chance to rip Naavarasi’s heart out with your own two hands.”
Much more accurate.
“But that limousine isn’t going anywhere with only three good tires,” she pointed out, “and there’s no guarantee we’ll even make it back to Carnival City before the reception begins. We’ll have to—and you can’t imagine my pain saying this—count on my sister to save the day. She’ll deliver the warning, at least.”
“Do you think Sitri will cancel the event?”
She sighed. “Trying to predict my prince’s decisions is a fool’s errand. Best not to try. At the moment I’m much more concerned with you and the time you have left. So, shall we spend it wisely?”
I took one look back before following Caitlin into the old stockrooms. The two mannequins who had been sitting at the lunch counter were gone, leaving their empty plates behind.
I hauled the door shut behind us and twisted the lock.
We had to climb over a clutter of fallen metal shelves in the stockroom to reach the way out. The back wall looked like someone had taken a sledgehammer to it, pounding cinder blocks into powder and carving open a hole just big enough to crouch-walk through. Gilles de Rais’s old dominion lay on the other side.
I stood in scarlet sunlight, baking in the arid heat, and stared out across a carnival midway.
There were booths with rigged games galore, a frozen Ferris wheel, a midway tent, the midway strewn with peanut shells and candy wrappers. The place had been abandoned long ago, gone to seed and left to rot, but the lights draping the shiny plastic eaves still sputtered here and there as if clinging to life.
“I was expecting something a little more…”
“French?” Caitlin suggested.
“Oui,” I said.
We started walking.
“Safe to assume he didn’t build all of this,” she said, eyeing the immobile and rusted rides. “Like most of Dead City’s would-be warlords, de Rais is an opportunist. He found a patch of land he could take over and wall off, and he claimed it for his own.”
For her own. Instead of carving out a fiefdom, he was building a secret enclave where he could carry out Naavarasi’s dirty work, far from the eyes of the courts of hell. As long as he didn’t draw too much attention, the princes’ policy of using Dead City as an open-air warehouse and prison for human souls—kept out of sight and out of mind—gave him the perfect cover.
Sometimes I had to admit that I admired Naavarasi’s moves. Just one more thing to hate her for.
I started hunting for anything that seemed out of place. Unless he had burrowed underground, there weren’t many places on the carnival grounds to hide his secrets. The midway tent was an obvious choice. Before we got there, though, another candidate turned my head. I pointed.
“Oh, look,” I said. “That’s nice and creepy.”
The doors of the carnival funhouse were set into the massive, leering face of a half-buried clown head, becoming his buckteeth. The clown’s eyes had been sloppily painted over with tar, blacking them out. A marquee sign out front promised thrills and chills and warned that absolutely no one under the age of sixteen would be admitted.
“No windows,” Caitlin mused.
My thought exactly. No way to see inside, and unlike the booths that dotted the carnival grounds, the funhouse building could be locked down and fortified with ease. Perfect spot for a little clandestine business. We circled the funhouse, checking it out from all sides. Around back, tucked inside the curl of a retaining wall, was a door marked Employees Only.
“All the funhouse doors open outward,” I said, glancing at the hinges as I reached for the handle. I wasn’t optimistic, but I had to check. “Hard to kick open, no picks, this might be tougher than—”
The handle twisted effortlessly in my hand. The door opened, just a crack.
“Don’t like that either,” I murmured.
Caitlin gave me a sidelong look. “Isn’t this what you wanted?”
“Locking a door is the simplest, most basic security you can get. Which means either there’s nothing important to find in here…or de Rais planted something a whole lot nastier to protect his valuables.”
I took the lead, stepping into the near-total darkness beyond the door. The funhouse’s interior walls had all been painted jet black, like the tar eyes of the clown outside, and I couldn’t see the ceiling or much of anything else. Here and there, vintage amber light bulbs dangled down on lengths of chain, all at different heights, glowing in the deeps. A small, pitiful constellation of dying stars. As Caitlin shut the door behind us, choking out the sunlight, an unseen bulb flickered to life above our heads.
I was staring at my own face.
Rakshasa, I thought, flicking my hand to summon a pack of cards that wasn’t there while my heart lurched. My duplicate did the same, suddenly alarmed. Caitlin loomed behind me, and her reflection’s hand closed on my shoulder. Off to our sides, two more Caitlins did the same.
“Mirrors,” she said.
A mirror maze. We cautiously rounded the bend and found a gallery of glass, reflections bouncing off one another and stretching into an endless void. The overhead lights were carefully placed, just strong enough to throw shadows around but too weak to trust, turning the maze into a trackless abyss. After two more turns I wasn’t even sure which way we were facing, and the only way out was a distant memory.
Maybe not. I looked up. Dangling the sporadic lights from different lengths of chain might have been for the aesthetics, but the maze’s creators had thrown us a bone. It was a constellation—and we could use it like one.
“That bulb,” I said to Caitlin, pointing into the distance.
“The highest one?”
“That’s our North Star. As long as we keep it in sight, we can figure out where we are, relative to…well, where we were.”
Caitlin’s lips curled in a lopsided smile.
“Clever pet. Any tricks for navigating the maze itself?”
“Well, we could play dirty and smash our way through, but—”
“But this would be an ideal place for a trap.”
I nodded. “Magical, mechanical, either or both. Feels smarter to take it smooth and steady.”
I put the fingertips of my right hand on the nearest mirror. The glass felt slick to the touch, cold, oily.
“You can beat most mazes,” I said, “by keeping your hand on one wall and following it all the way to the exit. You hit every single dead end along the way and generally speaking it’s the longest possible route, but considering the alternative is wandering around aimlessly in the dark, it could be the fastest route, too.”
“I’m game,” she said. “Let’s give it a try.”
Leaving the decisions up to the maze itself, not thinking about the twists and turns but trusting the flow of the cool, smooth glass, freed my mind up to focus. I was listening for any clues in the stillness, watching the floor ahead for tripwires or pressure plates, occasionally glancing at the high bulb to note how far we’d come or which direction we were headed in.
I was starting to think I’d made a bad call. Maybe de Rais had ignored this place when he took over the carnival grounds, or maybe he’d left it as a time-wasting distraction and stashed his secrets elsewhere. A flutter of sudden movement made my heart kick like a mule. It was just over my reflection’s shoulder, a sleek gray ghost, and I almost turned around.
Then I realized it wasn’t behind me. It was right in front of me, behind the mirror.
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Spend enough time in police lineups and interrogation rooms, and you can’t help but learn about one-way mirrors. They’re made from glass and coated in a thin layer of metal, sometimes only on one side. The result is a surface that’s reflective, like a normal mirror, but light-sensitive: the more light you have, the more reflective and “solid” the mirror becomes, while on the opposite side, in the dark, people can look through it as if it were an ordinary window.
Now I realized the dangling bulbs weren’t for show. Each one had been placed directly over our path, making sure there was just enough light to trap us in a maze of endless reflections. Anyone outside the maze, on the other side of the walls of glass, wouldn’t have the same handicap. Still, the illusion wasn’t perfect. The “ghost” I caught moving was the faint impression of someone, or something, tracking our movements. Watching us every step of the way.
“Cait,” I breathed.
She moved close. Her hot breath washed across the back of my neck.
“Trouble.”
“Plan?” she whispered.
“Ready to throw down?”
Along the wall of mirrors, her fingers curled around the brass handle of her whip.
“Always.”
“Going to try and level the playing field,” I said. “Count down from three and close your eyes.”
I counted, too, bringing up the flare gun and aiming it high. Not straight up, but angled in the direction of the ghost in the glass. Then I squeezed my eyes shut and pulled the trigger.
The gun kicked and the darkness behind my eyelids turned bright red as a flare launched free, sizzling through the funhouse as it flew, a shower of orange sparks falling in its wake. It drifted downward, a comet in slow motion, arcing to land behind our stalker’s back and burn on the funhouse floor. The mirrors became windows onto more windows, the world beyond gauzy and confused as Caitlin’s reflection vanished.
Mine didn’t.
I blinked, staring at my mirror-twin. My reflection grew a hungry smile. I wasn’t smiling at all.
He twirled his hand, birthing tiger claws, arms bristling with orange-black fur. Then he lunged for me. The wall of glass exploded, shards flying, a wedge of razor-edged mirror slicing a line of blood and searing pain along my cheek. The rakshasa grabbed me by the throat and hoisted me off my feet, still charging and carrying me with him. Caitlin spun, going for her whip. I barely had time to croak a warning, flailing one hand and pointing to her back, before another mirror erupted and a second man-tiger stormed through the gap, hooking an arm of rippling muscle around her throat and hauling her backward.
The first rakshasa used me like a battering ram, thrusting me through a mirror at full speed. The impact cracked across the back of my skull, broken glass splitting my scalp and carving rents in my back, turning the world into a blurry, smeary haze of agony. He didn’t stop, flinging me around in his grip and looking for something else to hit me with. 
Caitlin threw an elbow into her attacker’s ribs, hard enough to stun him, slipping loose from his grip. He reeled back, a feint, and then charged. He leaped on the run, his monstrous body shedding its human guise in midair, the beast now a raging Bengal tiger soaring for her with teeth bared and jaws wide. Caitlin ducked, pivoting on her heel, and shot upward with a clenched fist. She drove it into the tiger’s belly, punching through the rippling, still-transforming flesh, her knuckles wet with black blood. It squealed like a hog on the butcher’s block.
My teeth gritted as I hit another wall of glass, my shoulders taking most of the impact, my shirt drenched with hot blood from a dozen cuts. Flare gun, I managed to think. The orange plastic tool was still tight in my left hand. Empty. Flare in pocket. The rakshasa was having too much fun making a rag doll out of me to notice or care, clawed fingers around my throat tight enough to steal my last breath. I fumbled for the flare. If I dropped it, if he took it away from me, I was good as dead.
Caitlin’s rakshasa was down on the ground, bucking, bones crackling as he tried to transform into something…different. His bulging face sprouted boar tusks, and a bear paw tipped with lethal ivory sliced wildly at the air, trying to hold her back while he finished his new war body. Her whip snaked from her belt and split the air with a thunderous crack. The stench of spilled gasoline filled the battlefield, then the sharp tang of burning rubber and a rush of heat.
The flare nearly fell from my trembling fingers as I wrestled it into the gun. I was fading fast, the air choked out of me, nothing but the pain keeping me conscious now. The rakshasa spun me around, aiming me toward another wall of glass. The other one got to his feet—heavy, clawed, something like a tumorous elephant’s stumps—before Caitlin brought her whip crashing down. It sliced like a saber and burned like a brand, cutting and searing, spraying black blood across a river of glittering broken glass.
I used the last bit of air in my lungs to say one word: “Hey.” My attacker paused his rampage and tilted his feline head, jaw open just a crack, jowls wet with drool and eager anticipation. 
I jammed the muzzle of the gun into his mouth and pulled the trigger.
The flare erupted in his throat, sizzling down his gullet, and the creature’s skin glowed like he’d swallowed white phosphorus. Turning translucent, melting from the inside. He let go of me and I dropped hard, slamming onto the floor, fighting for breath. He fell right beside me, convulsing and kicking his feet in the air. Then they were paws, then fleshy human hands with toes for fingers, the rakshasa losing all control. His chest swelled like a balloon and I figured he was trying to force the flare out of him, to find some configuration of body parts that wasn’t on fire.
Caitlin popped the balloon. Her hand plunged into his chest, fingers spearing down, and ripped into him. Her own opponent was dead and smoldering behind her. Her wrist flexed. She wrenched it free, coming up sheathed in black blood and clutching a still-beating heart.
The heart fell from her fingers, splatting onto the glass-strewn floor. Then she stomped on it, driving her heel into the pulsating flesh.
The dead creatures became pale, slug-like, withering and curling into themselves before turning to curdled lumps of gray ash. Caitlin coiled her whip, looping it around her bent arm, as she crouched down beside me. I couldn’t find the strength to raise my head just yet, but I felt her there.
“I think that’s something like…seven thousand years of bad luck,” I said.
Her fingertips probed softly at my back, checking my wounds with an expert eye and a featherlight touch.
“Their bad luck,” she said. “Speaking of, be thankful this is a soul-body, not flesh and blood.”
“It feels like flesh and blood.” I winced as she traced a long and jagged tear along my shoulder blade. “Ow. I’m pretty messed up.”
“What’s hell without a little pain? But all that matters here is the heart, my love. No matter how much you bleed, you won’t bleed out. I don’t think anything is broken. Can you move your fingers and toes for me?”
I could, it turned out. Arms and legs too, though I still felt like I’d been hit by an armored truck. With effort, I got up to my knees. She was bleeding, too: the fight had reopened her wounds and the bandage around her waist was soaked through, sopping and dark. I put a hand on her arm, trying to steady both of us.
“How about you?” I said.
She gave me a wan smile. “I’ve taken worse punishment than this. So. Shall we see what our exertions bought us?”
“They had to be guarding something good,” I said. “I know Naavarasi’s been repopulating the species—something I never want to think about ever again—but I can’t imagine she’s got enough troops to leave two of her kids watching an empty funhouse.”
“Unless they knew we were coming.” Caitlin paused, a tiny frown on her lips. Then she shook her head. “No. Only Piper and Stacy knew where we were headed. Not to say they couldn’t have been replaced, but I asked them both some fairly probing questions when I first arrived at the station. Questions that would be difficult for an impostor to answer.”
“Easy way to find out: if this funhouse is nothing but broken mirrors and dead raks, we have a real problem on our hands. More than the problem we already have. Let’s take a look.”
I stood up and regretted it. I staggered on one stiff leg, my kneecap burning, and offered Caitlin a hand. She didn’t need my help, but she was polite enough to pretend. The flares were cold now; all we had was the dim amber light of the dangling bulbs to see by, but with the mirror maze in ruined shambles, that was all we needed. The ambush had carved a path to the heart of the labyrinth. I moved in, slow, eyes going wide.
“Is that…?”
Caitlin’s reply was a breathy whisper.
“The Oculus Infernum.”
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“I thought it’d be bigger,” I said, circling the treasure at the heart of the maze.
The Oculus was an orb of interlocking metal curves, eight feet high, just as wide, nestled upon a rounded plinth. Its countless bands of sigil-engraved bronze resembled a medieval astrolabe. Instead of modeling the solar system, the living world and planets beyond, this one mapped out the farthest realms of hell. Keeps and castles of cut gemstones dangled in the infernal eye’s embrace, glittering in the gloom, and a carved onyx wheel at the heart of the device raised the broken, sprawling skyline of Dead City.
“It’s a replica,” Caitlin marveled. “I’ve seen drawings of the original. This…this is a masterpiece of a copy.”
“And Lucifer built this thing?”
“One of the very engines of hell,” she said. “De Rais must have studied it on his expedition and learned its every inner working. Remarkable.”
The Oculus wasn’t alone. A mirror stood beside it, this one set into a baroque frame of wrought pewter, where occult signs wove themselves between vines and dark flowers. Not far away, a vintage personal computer sat out on a cheap folding card table. The computer’s guts were open; it was infested with strands of wet muscle, electronics held in the embrace of gelatinous flesh. I’d seen this kind of infernal tech before: Spengler’s field scanner, the device that told him where to find incoming salvage, looked just like it.
I was ruminating on that when the Oculus ignited. The onyx wheel glowed, heat spreading from inside to its outer rim, and it began to spin on its axis. The engraved bands chugged into motion, the entire orb moving in every direction at once, gemstone cathedrals swirling. The computer’s monitor, a green-screen relic, lit up; it displayed a crude and boxy map, the carnival grounds and the outlying city streets, with a flashing cursor at its heart. A line of blocky text unfurled at the bottom of the display: Oculus V2 Receive Mode Active / Destination: Home.
Seamy white mist curled along the face of the mirror, licking the glass with tongues of frost. I took a cautious step back.
“Look at that,” I said. “Someone’s sending us a present.”
“Not sure I want it,” Caitlin mused.
The mist cloaked the mirror, hovering thick over its surface and serpentine tendrils around the ornate pewter frame. The Oculus spun faster, its gems glowing brighter, lighting up the funhouse from wall to tar-black wall.
A hand, half-fleshed and glistening with pale jelly, pushed through the mist. Naked tendons clenched as its bony fingers clutched at the open air. Another hand pushed through, twisting to take hold of the mirror’s frame. Caitlin’s fingers danced on the handle of her whip.
A head and shoulders emerged from the mist. Hairless, nearly featureless, its eyes, nose, and mouth were sunken and hollow pits. It raised its head and let out a primal squeal, mewling. Then it turned toward Caitlin, the thing still working to squirm its way into hell, and its slug-belly skin ran like melting wax.
It was becoming her. Its scalp erupted with deep red hair, growing by the second, as its eyes formed and took on the color of emeralds.
I took three quick steps, gripping the empty flare gun by the muzzle, and swung its butt against the glass. It buckled in its frame and the half-emerged creature flinched with surprise. One more swing, giving it every bit of strength I had left, and the mirror broke.
The mist billowed away as shards rained down, shattering on the funhouse floor. The rakshasa came down with it. Just its head, arms, and a chunk of torso, sliced clean and bloodless. The remnants turned brittle, an unfinished sculpture carved from cigarette ash.
The Oculus whined. The spinning slowed, the gemstones sputtering and going dark, as a flood of error messages washed over the computer’s screen.
“Oops,” I said. “Think I broke it.”
Caitlin studied the dead portal, one fingertip touched to her chin.
“Naavarasi won’t be sending any more assassins this way,” she said. “Now we just have to mop up the ones who are already here.”
“Maybe. Maybe not.”
She looked my way. “Thoughts, pet?”
“De Rais and his expedition stole the knowledge to build this thing. The question is, did it stay there? If he kept the secrets to himself, then as long as he’s stuffed in a bottle, Naavarasi’s little highway to hell is done for.”
“And if he shared it with her,” Caitlin mused, “she can simply build another. If she hasn’t already.”
“We end Naavarasi, we end the problem. First things first, though: we’ve got a reception to crash and a prince to save.”
“I do,” she said. “You are returning to your own body, at once, while you still have the option. We’re stranded out here and with all the flares gone, I can’t even signal the station to send help. I’ll have to go on foot. In all likelihood, everything will be over and done with by the time I make it back.”
I wasn’t so sure about that. I looked to the flickering computer screen.
“Maybe not. What if I could get us a fast set of wheels?”
Caitlin seemed dubious. “Got something up your sleeve?”
I tapped a few keys. They clacked, stiff, and a crude menu replaced the stream of error messages. Oculus Management, it read. Drops, Intake Logs, City Transmission…
“Give me five minutes,” I said. “You never know, I just might.”
*     *     *

We were standing out on the street corner, a block past the barricade ringing de Rais’s carnival grounds, baking in the infernal sun. I was still bleeding, suit slashed and ruined, and the back of my head throbbed so hard I felt it in my eyeballs.
“Shouldn’t be long now,” I said, craning my neck to check the abandoned street. A gust of hot wind carried wrinkled pages of newsprint down the road, sweeping them over the burned-out shell of a gutted delivery van.
“You don’t even know if this will work,” Caitlin said.
“I have confidence.”
“In your abilities?”
“Only occasionally,” I said. “But I always have confidence in the power of greed.”
A heat mirage shimmered in the distance, carrying the panther growl of an engine.
“Speaking of,” I said.
The ride was a familiar sight. A ’55 Fleetwood Cadillac convertible, hot pink with white vinyl seats. I stepped off the curb, out into the street, and gave the driver a friendly wave.
The car rumbled to a dead stop, engine clicking as it idled. Spengler stared at me. Then he stared at Caitlin. Then back to me. I wriggled my fingers at him.
“Uh,” he said.
“Eloquent,” Caitlin said, striding up to the car. She opened the back door and got in.
“Hey,” I told him, “remember when I told you to get gone, after you tried to stab me in the back and get me killed?”
He squirmed as Caitlin slid over, sitting right behind him. “It is fresh on my mind, yes.”
“Turns out,” I said, walking over to the passenger-side door, “you’re being given a unique and rare opportunity to show the true essence of your penitent heart.”
“It’s a bit like…what do they call it, in stories, when a character goes from a villain to a hero?” Caitlin asked. One of her fingertips played with the hair on the back of his head.
He swallowed, hard. “A redemption arc?”
“Right. You don’t get one of those. What you get is a chance to be useful. And in hell, it’s better to be useful than it is to be redeemed.”
“Can’t argue with that,” he said.
I sat down next to him, scooping his handheld salvage scanner off the seat.
“Drive,” I told him.
He drove, taking the long way around Damien Ecko’s territory. I didn’t have to tell him, which didn’t surprise me. Spengler always had his ear to the ground. He did have a question, though.
“So…how?” he asked.
I held up his gadget, glancing at the wet sinew and web of skin nestled behind the cracked screen.
“I recognized this tech. Cuddey set up a central computer to dispatch pickup orders and tell his scavengers where to go.”
“Cuddey’s dead, by the way,” Caitlin told him.
“Yeah, I heard.” He shifted in his seat. “Word is, he wasn’t even a real human. One of those shape-shifter types. Do you think Royce knew, when he sent me in there to check him out?”
“An excellent question,” Caitlin said.
“I don’t even know what to tell him when I report in.”
“You tell him,” she replied, “that I’m going to be paying him a social call in the very near future. We’ll be having words.”
“Anyway,” I said, “we put in a salvage order of our own and made it look juicy. No guarantee you’d be the one to come looking for it, but I knew you worked this part of town and you’re always on the hustle, so the odds were decent.”
“Glad I could help,” he said, though it sounded like more of a question than a statement.
“You are,” Caitlin assured him. “You are very glad you could help.”
*     *     *

Propped on the nightstand next to Daniel’s hospital bed, Canton’s pocket watch ticked. One second closer to midnight. Jennifer bit her knuckles, pacing, shaking her head at the motionless body under the flimsy sheets.
“What is keepin’ that boy?”
Bentley kept watch at his bedside, his gray face lined with worry, frail hands tight on the bed’s rail.
“Daniel knows the gravity of his situation. If he hasn’t returned yet, there has to be a good reason for it.”
Across the bed, Corman was stoic. “He’ll pull through.”
“You don’t know that,” Jennifer said.
“He’s our son,” Corman said. “He’ll pull through.”
Down the hall, Ada was still puking her guts up in a hospital-room sink, nothing but stomach bile left, shoulders hunched and trembling. Gilles de Rais was back in his sequined bottle, the magical prison held firmly in Harmony Black’s hands. Harmony watched Ada, eyes narrow.
“He did it,” Ada said, her voice hoarse. “All the…every murder they said he did. The children—”
She lunged forward, her sweaty face back in the sink, heaving.
“She gonna be okay?” Jennifer asked, poking her head into the room.
“Can’t say,” Harmony replied. “But the last person who de Rais infested…wasn’t. Your friend here is very brave. Thanks to her, we might have everything we need to stop Naavarasi.”
“She’s not my—” Jennifer paused, catching herself. “I just hope she’ll be okay.”
She turned to leave.
“Do you know what makes humanity so powerful?” Harmony asked.
Jennifer stopped, her hand on the doorknob. “What’s that?”
“When a crisis looms, when disaster strikes, our natural instinct is to help one another. It’s in our DNA. My partner likes to say that we’re pack animals. All I know is, we all stand together when the world falls down.”
“Guess so,” Jennifer said.
“It’s a reminder,” Harmony said, “that we can be better than what we are.”
Jennifer stepped out into the hallway.
Orderlies passed by, tending to the patients who couldn’t be evacuated, shooting veiled looks at Daniel’s door and talking in hard whispers. Cold air washed in from the broken window down the corridor, jagged shards still glistening with the rakshasa assassin’s blood. Every face looked wrong to Jennifer, every sound a threat. If I let my guard down, I’m a dead woman walkin’, she reasoned, and if I’m jumping at shadows, that’s just how Naavarasi wants me. Damned if I do, so on and so forth.
She almost giggled, thinking up a bit of gallows humor. And they said drugs would make me paranoid. Been sober for over twenty-four damn hours now. Have to say, I don’t like it all that much.
She knew she shouldn’t be alone, but she couldn’t sit on her hands and wait for another attack. Couldn’t stand watching her best friend die, either. She believed in Daniel—they’d walked through fire together more than once and she knew he had a way of pulling miracles out of a hat, but things had never been this grim before. She had to get proactive. Take some control back.
She ended up outside in the dark, crouched on the pavement, beneath the shadow of the broken window. The wounded assassin had left a trail of blood, dollops of it, drawing a copper tang in Jennifer’s throat as she sniffed the brisk night air.
She followed the trail, drop by drop. It led her to a hospital-waste dumpster, the lids secured by heavy padlocks. A pool of dried blood slowly congealed beside it, out of sight from the parking lot.
So you ran, she thought, retracing the killer’s steps. Hurt, but not dying. Needed to find a place to catch your breath and lick your wounds. You huddled right here for a while before you felt right enough to move. Did you call your boss and tell her to send backup?
Or did you call Teddy Faust?
Jennifer hoped it would be him. She had some grievances to air.
Trail ends here, though. Not sure how fast you critters heal. Make a note, that’s something we ought to find out, the painful way. So you either patched yourself up or somebody came and got you. But the Blood Eagles have this whole lot on lockdown. They would have called if a strange car came rolling by. No, you’re still alone. So where did you…
She squinted.
The blood trail was wrong. It had started out thick, as expected, and then dwindled on the move, like the rakshasa’s wounds were already knitting themselves closed. But here, next to the puddle, it suddenly grew thick again before tapering off in the opposite direction. Which didn’t make sense, unless…
“Unless you doubled back,” she said, voice soft. “You doubled back, using your own trail as cover, and found another way inside.”
She moved fast in the hallways, keeping one hand close to her gun, eyes sharp, hunting for anything that looked out of place. Or anywhere a shape-changing killer suddenly in need of a new face might stash a fresh victim. 
She slowed her stride at the edge of an abandoned ward. The nurse’s station stood empty, the overheads dimmed, a flicker coming from the bedside light in an empty room. An electric hum filled the air, riding the farthest edges of her hearing. The skin along her arms started to prickle.
She drew her gun. Holding it in two hands, nudging open doors with the toe of her boot. She ducked low, checking under beds, pulling aside tangled sheets to hunt for monsters. All she found were fresh-swept floors and empty spaces.
The muzzle of Jennifer’s revolver covered the door to a broom closet. She took hold of the handle and stepped back as she hauled it open wide. Nothing jumped out at her. Nothing could. The closet’s only occupant was a dead man.
He was naked. Down on the ground, legs spread, head cocked sideways, a marionette of flesh and blood. Most of the blood was on his bare chest, like a scarlet bib, from the wound that slashed his throat from ear to ear. She recognized his face; it was the hospital’s chief of staff. No sign of his clothes, his keys, or his identification.
“Son of a bitch,” she muttered. “Fox in the henhouse.”
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Spotlights sizzled in the air over Carnival City and fireworks boomed, blossoming into rose-shaped rainbows. Prince Sitri’s gala had begun. We were locked in traffic, bumper to bumper and frozen fast. Some of the roadsters were remnants of Earth, fallen into hell from the thirties, the fifties, the seventies, while others were homegrown monsters of scrap metal and flame. Big-bore exhausts spat black smoke into the sky and crowns of spikes offered a warning against anyone driving too close. Even the grimmest of these war machines was draped with velvet banners and splashes of jewel-toned paint, spruced up to fit into the perpetual party of the prince’s fiefdom.
Caitlin leaned sideways in the back seat of Spengler’s Cadillac, frowning up at the light show. “Damn it all, Piper.”
I glanced back over my shoulder. “What’s wrong?”
She waved a frustrated hand at the sky.
“This. She had plenty of time to get to the prince and warn him. So why is the show still on?”
“My guess is because Sitri’s the kind of guy who says the show must go on. He’s a little crazy that way.”
“I’ve heard that from a lot of people,” Spengler said. Caitlin glared at him until he curdled in his seat.
“He’s not mad,” she said. “He’s…playful. He doesn’t take unwise risks.”
“He sets up assassination plots against himself when he gets bored,” I said.
“And this isn’t one of them. This is an existential threat.”
“Will there be a reward for helping out?” Spengler asked. “Considering, you know, the gravity of the situation.”
“The reward is that I don’t gut you like a fish and force you to eat your own intestines,” Caitlin told him.
He stopped talking after that. The line of mutant vehicles inched forward, bit by bit, the blare of horns accompanied by the occasional distant crunch of metal and shrill, tortured screams. Traffic in hell was a full-contact sport.
“Faster to go on foot from here,” Caitlin said.
She shoved her door open and stepped out into the road. I patted Spengler on the knee.
“Thanks for the ride, pal. Big help.”
“So…this makes up for before? We’re even?” he asked, hopeful.
“Nope! See you around.”
I had to jog to catch up with Caitlin. She was on the move with long-legged strides, a lioness on the hunt.
“Do we have a plan?”
“Prince Malphas nearly eradicated the rakshasa from existence.” Caitlin seethed. “I think that was an excellent plan. He just failed to finish the job.”
“Are…are we doing genocide now?”
“Maybe not.” She lifted her chin, eyes forward. “After we wipe out her brood, we can keep Naavarasi in a zoo. That would be fitting.”
“You’re being a little intense,” I said.
“My prince is in danger.”
I had never seen the capitol building, but it had to be dead ahead of us: a rising spire of black iron with windows of cut gemstones that glittered in the beams of twin spotlights. Windows of emerald, of aquamarine and ruby, a jewelry box fifteen stories tall. The plaza out front was a rumor of a suggestion of a parking lot: no lines painted on the pale yellow bricks and no rhyme or reason to it. Vehicles jammed themselves in, around, and sometimes on top of one another, turning the approach into a maze of chaos and corroded steel.
Cait was coming at this problem like a battering ram, and usually that worked for her. I understood the drive, with rakshasa assassins lining up to take a shot at her boss. All the same, I thought we needed a little more finesse.
She could bring the brute force. I’d bring the finesse. That was usually our vibe, anyway, the mode where we could play to our strengths and do the most damage.
Damn, it felt good to be back together again.
We skirted the far edge of the plaza, taking the long way around instead of braving the madness of the parking tangle. I still kept an eye on the clutter; it was a perfect spot for an ambush. What I found was something even fishier.
“Cait,” I said under my breath. “Look to your right, but don’t look too hard. Is that the Channel Two news van?”
Her gaze flicked to one side. Then she looked forward again, her stride unbroken.
“It is.”
“So they’re here. Your sister and Stacy.”
“If they failed to convince my prince to close the gala down,” she said, “they’re most likely inside, doing their jobs. Stacy is reporting on the event, and my sister is…doing whatever she does at these things.”
“Could be, sure. But that doesn’t explain the sketchy dude standing guard over the van.”
Caitlin grabbed my wrist. She hauled me behind the spiked grille of a Frankenstein-quilt truck, welded together from a dozen mismatched wrecks. She leaned to one side, swaying, seeing what I saw: a loner in his thirties, maybe Indian, with greased-back hair and a bushy mustache.
“He’s either guarding that van or he’s getting ready to steal it,” I said. “And considering it’s boxed in on all sides, he’d have to be a better thief than I am.”
Caitlin paused, squinting, then pursed her lips and let out a frustrated puff of breath.
“I keep trying to use our old trick, sniffing for a rakshasa’s psychic scent. A worthless habit now.”
“I know,” I said. “They’re like walls of glass.”
Invisible shape-shifters. If we didn’t find a way to suss them out of a crowd—for real this time—the threat would never be over. Even if we took Naavarasi down, there could be one of her kids or a hundred still out there, looking for revenge.
A question occurred to me. And if our van watcher was a tiger in disguise, I might be able to get an answer.
“Follow my lead?”
Caitlin tilted her head. “Of course. What’s the plan?”
“I’m going to go up and have a friendly chat. Circle around, and come up from behind.”
“A chat,” she echoed. “If that is one of the assassins—though I’m not sure why he’d be loitering out here instead of inside, plotting—he could tear your throat out in the blink of an eye.”
“I can be very persuasive,” I said, starting to walk toward the van. “You know, I’m realizing what their biggest weakness is. Too easy, no appreciation for craft. They’ve had everything handed to them.”
“How do you mean?”
“They were born with the power to deceive everyone around them. I had to work hard and practice at it.”
I marched at the van like I owned the thing. The watcher’s eyes widened. One hand twitched at his side and for a moment I thought he might go full tiger on me without any warning, but my boldness threw him off. He started to say something and I cut him off.
“You’re relieved. I’m taking over here.”
He stared harder. His nose twitched, sniffing at me.
“Why…why are you out here?” he said. “Why do you have blood all over you?”
“What, this?” I fingered one of the rents in my jacket, trying not to wince at the sudden stab of pain in my hip. “One of the prince’s guards got the jump on me.”
“Is it done, then?”
My heart pounded. Not from fear now. Excitement. The thrill of scientific validation, maybe, now that my question had been answered. He had clearly taken me for one of Naavarasi’s brood. If he really was a rakshasa himself, instead of a human flunky, we’d just learned something powerful.
They couldn’t tell each other apart. That same glass-smooth invisibility that made a rakshasa impossible to spot with our magical senses fooled them, too.
Caitlin eased up behind him, slow, brandishing a stretch of her whip between both hands. I just had to keep his eyes on me.
“It’s done,” I said. “The prince is dead.”
I expected excitement, elation. Instead, his jaw dropped open.
“The Cutting Knife actually worked?”
The whip leather suddenly snared his neck as Caitlin used it for a garrote, hauling back and yanking it taut. His arms flailed, rippling from flesh to orange-black fur and back again, the shock throwing his metamorphosis into panicked confusion. She leaned back, lifting him off his feet.
His windpipe buckled, crushed like a wet cardboard box. She dropped his body to the plaza bricks. Then she plunged down, like a raptor in pursuit of a meal, and rammed her fist into his chest. Ribs snapped and sinew tore as she ripped his heart out, squeezing it in a hand gloved with blood.
The rakshasa’s corpse turned to a mound of man-shaped ashes. I could taste them in the back of my throat, dirty and dry.
“That’s how she’s going to do it,” I said. “Naavarasi has another Cutting Knife.”
Assassinating a demon prince was a touchy subject, not the least because no one was sure if it was even physically possible. The princes of hell had survived the endless civil war, clawing their way to the pinnacle of the infernal hierarchy—and more impressively, staying at the top, despite endless efforts to unseat them. Some, allegedly, had fought entire armies to a standstill. Others employed occult tricks known only to Lucifer himself and his most loyal elder children. In other words, bullets weren’t going to get the job done.
A Cutting Knife might.
I jogged around behind the van. The dead rakshasa had been guarding something, and I had a pretty good idea of what. I threw open the doors and had to take a step back, blindsided by the stench of fresh-spilled blood. The Channel Two crew was dead, shredded by merciless claws and heart-ripped, their corpses piled in the back of the van…all save for Piper and Stacy. The two women had been bound back-to-back and gagged, forced to sit next to the bodies of their slaughtered coworkers.
I tugged their gags out while Caitlin went to work on the ropes. Piper spat as soon as her mouth was free, wearing her anger on her face.
“Bastards,” she said. “They were waiting for us. And now they are us. They studied our faces and shape-changed before locking us up in here.”
That made sense to me. “Sure. Sitri is throwing this party to generate good press. Posing as the media is an easy way to get up close and personal.”
“Why aren’t you dead?” Caitlin demanded.
Piper’s eyes went wide. “Cait.”
“I didn’t mean it like that,” she said. “Why did they kill the others but leave you two alive?”
“Insurance policy,” Stacy said. “We were hostages, in case things went wrong and they had to go on the run. I’m a celebrity and, well, they figured the prince’s hound might pull her punches if they had a gun to her sister’s head.”
“They figured wrong,” Caitlin and Piper said at the same time.
Stacy nodded, firm. “See? That’s what I tried to tell them.”
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We talked on the move.
“But all knives are cutting knives,” Stacy said, confused.
“Not like this one,” Caitlin replied, taking the lead as we approached the black iron spire. The gemstone windows caught the spotlights, responding with a dark rainbow of flashing colors.
“The way I was told the story,” I said, “long ago, in a time before time, the Lady in Red sent a handful of her daughters—”
“Who?” Stacy asked.
“The Lady? I’ve got my suspicions, but we don’t have time to get into that right now. Her daughters were war witches, and they were out to kill the Kings of Man—”
“I’m sorry, who?”
“Aliens. Big, evil, dimension-hopping assholes. Bad news. Anyway, the mission was a bust and the Lady’s daughters were taken as captives. The Kings did some excruciatingly nasty shit: brainwashing them, then remolding their bodies and souls.”
“Trapping them inside the knives?” Piper said.
“They are the knives. And Cutting Knives are so sharp they can carve doorways through dimensions. I’ve seen it happen. Very possibly the deadliest weapons in the multiverse.”
Piper’s eyes were narrow. Shrewd. “And how did Naavarasi get one of these things?”
“Apparently she’s managed to find two of them,” Caitlin said. “One, an ancient witch named Circe, she passed to Daniel when she was trying to snare us in the gears of hell’s legal system. We managed to free Circe and bring her back to the Lady in Red. I rather thought we were done with notions of immortal knives.”
“But if you want to kill a prince of hell,” I said, “you could do a lot worse.”
Rounded steps of black marble, shot through with veins of gold, rose up to the double doors of the capitol building. A crowd of people milled on the steps, most of them dressed to the nines and clutching invitations, waiting for the burly guards to pat them down and wave them inside.
We were catching stares, and I didn’t think it was for our good looks. Caitlin and I were both bruised, bandaged, and bloody, with my suit jacket and the belly of her blouse in ragged tatters from tiger-claw swipes. I didn’t care what people thought or said about me, but we didn’t need to be drawing any attention right now. No telling what the assassins would do if they saw us coming; we needed to get the drop on them first.
“Is there another way inside?” I asked Caitlin, keeping my voice low. “Someplace less visible?”
“Well, this is just fascinating,” mumbled a voice on my left. He spoke around the cigarette holder that dangled from the corner of his mouth, and he hadn’t bothered with high fashion, showing up for the prince’s gala in khakis and a drunkenly tilted panama hat. I recognized him from television.
“Dr. Thompson,” Piper said, offering a smile that felt like a veiled threat.
“You and I,” Hunter S. Thompson said to Piper, “just had a brief, significant, and entirely alarming conversation. Inside. And yet here we are, me outside for a smoke break, and you only just arriving.”
“Alarming?”
“You were cordial to me. Kind, even. That was how I knew something was wrong.”
“You’re drunk,” she said.
“You say it like an accusation. I am inoculated. The liquor is protecting my precious brain from the catastrophic side-effects of rubbing shoulders with a room filled with waterheaded swine.” He turned to Caitlin and me. “And here’s the prince’s hound with her beau, both of them looking like they’ve been kicked up and down the block a few times.”
“We don’t have time for this,” Piper said.
“Couldn’t help but hear you want a different way in,” Hunter told me. “Just so happens, I’ve got one. The ticket’s not free, though.”
“What do you want for it?” I asked.
He took the cigarette holder from his mouth, exhaling a thin plume of gray smoke, and pointed it at Caitlin.
“You and me sit down for a one-hour, exclusive, one-on-one interview. A serious interview with serious, hard-hitting questions, not one of your sister’s puff pieces.”
“That could be arranged,” Caitlin said.
“Cait,” Piper said, dismayed. “An interview with Channel Three? Really?”
“But not an hour,” Caitlin said. “Forty-five minutes.”
“Forty-five minutes,” Hunter said, “but I stop the timer every time you evade, inveigle, or obfuscate.”
“You won’t be stopping the timer at all, then.”
He clamped the cigarette holder between his teeth and grinned with feral pleasure.
“Deal. Come on, conquistadors. There’s a side entrance with your names on it.”
Five minutes later we were storming the kitchens, pushing past security guards and harried cooks, Caitlin in the lead and holding her green-stone signet high. Clouds of billowing steam filled the air, carrying the aroma of pork dumplings and roasted duck.
“Official business,” she called out. “Anyone who blocks our path will be flayed.”
“Thank you,” Piper pointedly said to Hunter as they scurried in Caitlin’s wake. “You can go now.”
He tongued the cigarette holder over to the opposite side of his mouth. “Not on your life, sister. This is real news. I know you’re not familiar with the concept over in the reality-television cloud cuckoo land of Channel Two, but that’s when important things happen that the public needs to know about.”
“It’s not just reality TV,” Stacy said. “We also have game shows.”
Hunter looked her up and down. “I didn’t think you owned any clothes that weren’t made of leather or rubber.”
“Oh,” she said. “So what you’re saying is…you watch my show.”
He bit down on his cigarette holder.
A grand atrium, two stories tall, filled the belly of the capitol building. Velvet banners in jewel tones, lush purples and scarlets and ambers, draped down from the second-floor balcony overlooking the marble floor below, and lavish tapestries in black and gold, bearing Prince Sitri’s curling triple-cross seal, hung along the back wall of the gallery. A live jazz orchestra was in full swing, saxophones, trumpets, and trombones filling the atrium with life while the percussion section hammered away the blues.
There wasn’t much room to dance, the floor flooded with courtiers and social climbers, all networking and conspiring in the whirl of high society. Most were human, or vaguely human, but from the edges of the action I could make out plenty of crab claws, tentacles, and appendages that had to be more fashionable than functional. I was hunting for more familiar suspects.
Like me.
If our theory was right, Naavarasi’s hit squad was going to pose as me and Caitlin, using their familiarity to get up close and personal with the prince. We knew there were at least four assassins at large—maybe more—minus the one we took out in the parking lot, so we were dealing with multiple shape-shifters.
Caitlin had fallen silent at my side, putting away her seal of office and finding cover behind a stout marble pillar beneath the balcony overhang. She was thinking the same thing I was: it wasn’t enough to warn the prince and drive off the killers. If Naavarasi’s brood panicked, this entire crowd could become collateral damage in a heartbeat. We had to pick the assassins out, isolate them, and take them down quietly.
Prince Sitri was impossible to miss, greeting a reception line behind lilac velvet ropes at the back of the gallery. He was tall, lean and pale, in a tailored suit the color of vanilla ice cream. His mismatched eyes glittered like the tower’s gemstone windows as he flashed a thousand-watt smile, making every single guest the center of his world. If he knew about the doom that was coming for him, he didn’t show any sign of it.
And there was the doom. My doppelgänger stood halfway down the line, patient as a spider, waiting for his turn to greet the prince.
“There,” I said, voice low. “He’ll have the knife.”
Hunter loomed at my shoulder. “The hound’s bed-bunny turns traitor. Commits an unprecedented act of treachery before turning to smoke and vanishing in the night. Hell of a story.”
I glanced back at him. “‘Bed-bunny’?”
“Easy enough for a rakshasa to disappear in a crowd,” Caitlin mused. “Easier if the crowd is in a mad stampede. Look, over there.”
Stacy had a duplicate of her own, and I recognized her cameraman—filming her as she pretended to report live from the gala—as one of the slaughtered victims back in the van. Piper made four. The rakshasa disguised as Caitlin’s sister was on the opposite side of the atrium, closer to the prince, keeping a gimlet eye on the proceedings.
“They’ve got this whole party in a kill box,” I said. “Once their hitter strikes—and plenty of people see ‘me’ take Sitri down so they can tell the story later—the other three open fire on the crowd. Some loud noises, a couple of dropped bodies, and there’ll be so much chaos that the four of them can slip out wearing any face they want.”
“More than a couple of bodies, if we put them on alert,” Caitlin said.
“Then let’s thin out the competition,” Piper said. “Hunter, I’ll need your help to keep my duplicate distracted.”
He took a drag from his cigarette, removed the holder from his mouth, and waved it in an airy circle. “You need me? Say it again, sweetheart.”
“If I have to say it again, you’ll be deeply unhappy.”
“Just kiss already,” Stacy muttered.
“Stacy,” Piper said, “I’ll need your obedience as well.”
“Why is it ‘help’ when you ask him, and ‘obedience’ when you ask me?”
“Because you work for me.”
“If you can separate those two,” Caitlin said, “I’ll take the cameraman. Which—unless there are more assassins in the crowd—leaves Daniel’s impostor. Pet?”
I’d rather go up against an untrained gunman than a trained knife fighter any day of the week, and twice on Sunday. A decent knife fighter can close a gap nearly as fast as a bullet and turn you into a pincushion in the space of a second. And that’s without carrying a sentient, enchanted weapon so sharp it can slice the veil between worlds.
“I’ll handle it,” I said.
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Piper’s impostor was a lousy duplicate. She stood frozen at the edge of the roped-off orchestra section, immune to the jazz while she stared, raptor-like, at Prince Sitri and the reception line. She didn’t notice Hunter coming up behind her, not until he tapped her on the shoulder.
She whirled around, her faceted eyes wide, turning her back to the crowded gallery.
“I’ve been thinking,” he told her.
“Not…not now,” she said, flustered. “I’m…waiting for someone.”
“Then I’ll wait with you. I’ve been thinking about that night in Havana.”
“Havana,” she echoed.
“Sure, you remember. You. Me. That upstairs room at Lazy-Eyed Miguel’s place. Two cigars and a bucket of cheap champagne on ice.”
“Of course,” she said, her voice flat. “That is a thing that happened. Which I remember.”
She started to look away, intent on watching her partners in crime. Hunter took hold of her arm, gentle but firm, and turned her to face him.
“I was a fool, baby.” He raised his voice, loud enough to turn heads. “I was a low-down no-account churlish fool. You asked for my answer that night, and I was too much of a coward to say the words you needed to hear.”
Piper’s clone tried to edge away. “That’s nice, but—”
He dropped to one knee.
“But you redeemed me. I thought love was nothing but a cheap parlor trick, but you’ve opened my eyes at last. Crazy to think it, but I had to go to hell just to find heaven waiting for me.”
Now they had a crowd. Partygoers gathered, flocking to the scene.
“Maybe there’s no room in this crazy nightmare hellscape for a Channel Three reporter and a Channel Two producer,” Hunter said. “Maybe we’re just from two different worlds. But a man has to buy his ticket and take his ride, and I’ll never forgive myself if I don’t take a chance, right here, right now.”
He put one hand over his heart and tongued his cigarette holder to the other side of his mouth.
“Piper, will you marry me?”
The onlookers gathered closer, excited, eager for her response. Trapped in character and trying to keep her cover intact, she didn’t dare turn away.
*     *     *

The real Piper waited until her impostor’s back was turned. Then she was on the move, slicing through the churning crowd with professional efficiency, making a beeline for the clones of Stacy and her cameraman.
“—in a moment,” the duplicate Stacy was saying, “we’ll be joining Prince Sitri himself for a rare in-person interview. It’s a Channel Two exclusive you won’t want to miss.”
Piper snapped her fingers. “Walt, take five. Stacy, I need you.”
Stacy turned, blinking. She started to look the other way, toward the impostor on the other side of the room. Piper moved into her personal space, commanding her attention, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial growl.
“Now,” she said. “We have a problem.”
“But we’re supposed to—”
“Naavarasi’s orders,” Piper said, cutting her off. “There’s been a change of plans, and if we don’t move on it, right now, we’ll fail her.”
That was enough to draw her away, past the edges of the crowd, beyond the marble pillars lining the room and toward the swinging doors that led to the kitchens. Caterers emerged from the doorway bearing trays of appetizers and champagne flutes. Piper waited for them to pass before leading the assassin inside, through the doors and out of sight.
In the tiled, beige-walled hallway on the other side, Stacy waited just inside the shadow of a swinging door. She lunged in, grabbing her doppelgänger’s arms from behind and wrenching them behind her back.
“Surprise,” Stacy said.
Piper spun on her heel, knuckles clenched, and drove her fist down the rakshasa’s throat. 
Then she kept pushing while the creature struggled to transform, body bucking and swelling as currents of orange fur rippled across melting flesh. Muscular arms broke free from Stacy’s grip, but they weren’t enough to fight Piper off as her arm rammed deeper, sliding down the assassin’s gullet until her elbow brushed against jagged yellow teeth. Piper’s clawed fingers tore at the creature’s innards, carving through soft wet tissue, rending organs into a stew of mutilation.
Then she ripped her arm free, sending a curtain of blood flying, splashing across the wall. She was sheathed in it, bathed in dripping black tar like an opera glove, and she clutched the assassin’s heart in her curled fingers. The Stacy-thing collapsed to her knees, turning glossy, slug-white, then slowly transforming to a sculpture of cigarette ash.
Piper dropped the rakshasa’s heart, letting it fall to the tile with a wet plop before it, too, became ashes. She panted from the exertion, grinning ear to ear. Then she shot a look at the real Stacy.
“What?”
“You don’t usually smile like that,” Stacy said.
“I’m having a good time. Bonding with my little sister, enjoying a lovely party, what’s not to smile about?”
“No, that’s very distinctly an ‘I just murdered someone who looks exactly like my best employee, and I really liked doing it’ smile.”
Piper arched an eyebrow. “Who said you’re my best employee?”
*     *     *

On the left side of the gallery, Hunter was distracting the Piper clone by…I squinted, trying to see through the growing throng of onlookers. Proposing to her? Okay, have to add that to my bag of tricks, assuming I survive this.
I tried not to think about how big of an assumption that was. Meanwhile, on the other side of the room, Stacy’s duplicate had been lured away, leaving her faux cameraman alone and rudderless. I didn’t like the way he was fiddling with his camera. Too intent, too purposeful, considering he wasn’t here to shoot any real footage. Caitlin was homing in on him like a heat-seeking missile, though, which freed up the field for me to make my move.
Prince Sitri might have been as blind to Naavarasi’s brood as the rest of us, but he was smart enough to know the score. He would have already spotted my impostor in the reception line. If he saw a second Daniel in the crowd, he’d figure out that one of us wasn’t on the up-and-up.
The trick was to alert him without tipping off the assassin. Sitri had the gravity of a rock star and the charisma to match: he greeted each and every courtier like an old, cherished friend, focusing entirely on them, holding eye contact and never looking away until it was time to move down the line.
I felt the heat of a dozen-odd stares. Given that my suit was mangled and I was probably dripping blood on the marble, cuts burning with every step I took, I didn’t exactly blend in here. My duplicate was too focused on the prince to notice, so as long as I didn’t make a scene I figured I’d be all right until I got close.
So I angle myself where he can see me, and wait for that tiny window when the line moves up, I reasoned. That’s my best chance to catch Sitri’s attention. I’ll need something subtle, a distraction to grab his eye without my double noticing.
“Daniel Faust!”
I jolted to a stop like a deer in a truck’s headlights. The headlight, in this case, was mounted on the top of a television camera and squarely in my face. Beside the crouching camerawoman, two familiar faces from infernal TV were dressed to kill and toting microphones.
“This is Che Guevara—”
“And Lizzie B!” cheered his companion.
“—at the prince’s gala, live, and we’re talking to a most unexpected guest. This is Daniel Faust, an infernal knight—and, if you’re in the know like Channel Three viewers are, infamous for being our wayward hound’s human consort in the land of the living. Formerly living, it seems. Daniel, how did you die? Did you drink yourself into a coma, or was it all the drug abuse that finally did you in?”
“Was it suicide?” Lizzie clasped her hands together. “Ooh, murder?”
Che thrust his microphone in my face. I squinted against the camera’s glare and tried to move past him, but the trio was a wall between me and the reception line.
“The reports of my death have been greatly exaggerated,” I said. “I’m just visiting. Now excuse me.”
“Was it crack?” Che gave me a look of painfully fake concern. “Some people are saying you overdosed on crack. Daniel, if the hound’s consort is a degenerate crack addict, the people have the right to know.”
“I’ve never—” I blinked. “No. I’m not even dead, for fuck’s sake.”
“Sadly delusional,” Che said, looking to the camera. “And sadly, exactly what we’d expect from an associate of our prince’s alleged enforcer.”
I should have kept walking. I should have gone around them.
“What do you mean, ‘what we’d expect’?” I said, stopping in my tracks. “And what do you mean by ‘alleged’?”
“I’d hardly know where to start. There’s her complete failure to uphold the duties of her office, her embarrassing lapses of judgment when it comes to representing Prince Sitri, the way her very presence makes our entire court a laughingstock—”
So that’s when I punched out Che Guevara.
He hit the floor on his back, sliding along the slick polished marble, out like a light. The camerawoman jumped back, her lens swinging wildly between me and the downed reporter. I had bigger problems. Prince Sitri’s head snapped up, looking to the sudden commotion—and so did my doppelgänger’s. He ripped back one side of his suit jacket, baring the custom knife sheath strapped to his hip and the jutting brass hilt of a Tibetan phurba nestled inside.
“Okay,” I said, shoving my sleeves back. “We do it the hard way.”
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I passed the orchestra section as I charged toward the receiving line. The jazz ensemble had stopped playing, confused and thrown off beat by the disturbance, and I yanked a trombone from the closest musician’s hands. Not the greatest of improvised weapons, but it was the best I could do.
The killer with my face drew his dagger. The phurba had a triple-bladed tip and it was carved with old, grand designs from blade to hilt. It looked its age, the brass faded and dressed in a sickly green patina. A dangerous tool even if I didn’t know what it really was. The air around the Cutting Knife rippled like a heat mirage.
He could run, or he could die trying to finish his mission. He hesitated, just for a heartbeat, choosing between survival and suicide. All the time I needed to get between him and the prince.
“I’ll give you one chance,” I told him. “Give me the knife.”
Bad choice of words. He came at me like a freight train, swinging the knife wild and fast. I brought up the trombone with both hands and drove it into his wrist, forcing his aim to go high. Then I pivoted, stomping my shoe down, heel slamming against his instep. He grunted with pain and fell back, rallied, coming back harder. The phurba lanced out and I tried to block it.
The triple-bladed tip punched through the trombone’s bell as if the curve of brass was tissue paper. The assassin twisted his grip on the blade and wrenched it loose.
*     *     *

The rakshasa with the camera took in the scene and made his own life-or-death choice. Instead of running while he could, he shouldered his camera with one hand, turning it toward the crowd of partygoers, and spun the lens with the other. The lens came loose, clattering to the floor, baring the chromed nozzle mounted inside. His finger curled around a concealed trigger.
Caitlin’s whip slashed down with a crack of thunder, slicing into his skin as it coiled around his wrist. She yanked back on the whip, forcing his arm upward just as he squeezed the trigger. A three-round burst of automatic fire rattled from the camera’s guts and sprayed across the atrium’s ceiling, chunks of stray marble falling in a storm of dust.
The crowd stampeded. Panic washed over the room in a tidal wave, screams rising on a current of body heat and raw fear as a press of bodies squeezed toward the exits. The assassin spun, pointed his weapon at Caitlin, and opened fire.
One round blew out a fistful of marble from the pillar at her back. The other two punched into her shoulder and out the other side, tearing through soul-flesh and bone and tumbling, slugs crumpled and spent, on eruptions of black ichor. She gritted her teeth and kept her whip hand tight. A spark of power ignited the leather serpent, sending a trail of blue fire down the whip and engulfing the rakshasa’s hand in infernal flame.
*     *     *

Piper’s duplicate had been pinned in place, frozen by her need to stick to the script. The screams and gunfire shattered the illusion like glass. Her shoulders bulged, back arching, flesh turning to striped tiger fur as her crackling, gaping jaw bristled with newborn fangs.
Clothing burst at the seams, her thighs and shoulders swelling to monstrous proportions. Both of her knees broke at once, legs buckling and reforming, tendons whip-cracking to become backward-facing joints. The reconfigured body was a steel-muscled threshing machine, built for speed.
She snatched up Hunter by the throat, hoisting him high, turning, using his flailing body as a makeshift shield as she plowed into the crowd at full speed. Her free hand sprouted claws over claws, two layers of deadly blades with one row spaced out over a lower, crueler, and longer set. In the heart of the stampede she lashed out at anyone unfortunate enough to get caught in her path, her claws ripping through screaming faces and tearing out windpipes. Two guards in security uniforms charged straight for her, brandishing batons sheathed in floating neon runes.
Hunter became a battering ram. She charged straight into the first security guard, knocking him flat, hitting him a few more times with the reporter’s limp body until they both stopped moving. The other dropped his baton in shock as her claws punched into his stomach, rooted around, and tore his intestines out through his belly button. They unspooled from his gaping wound and she kept a tight hold on her end, running through the crowd, sending panicking partygoers crashing to the blood-slick floor and sliding helplessly as they fell over the tripwire of flesh. The fallen writhed in their expensive finery, pushing against the wet marble and one another, struggling to clamber back to their feet.
The real Piper ran in, snatching up one of the downed guards’ rune-batons. With the press of a bone-covered stud it came back to life, rippling with profane sigils as it hummed and quaked in her grip.
The rakshasa gave Hunter’s body a rough shake by the neck. She dropped the length of torn intestine with her other paw and brandished her double-layered claws.
“I’ll rip his heart out,” she growled. “Don’t test me.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.” Piper nodded at Hunter’s body. “Go ahead. Dust him.”
The rakshasa blinked.
“But…but he’s your—”
“Competition,” Piper said. “He’s Channel Three. I’m Channel Two. And this, in station-management parlance, is what we call a dynamic high-impact negotiation. You want to get out of here, right? Do it, then. Dust him, and I’ll toss you the keys to my personal limo. Everybody wins.”
The rakshasa hesitated, frowning, looking between the unconscious, battered body in her grip to Piper and back again, hunting for the trick. The distraction bought just enough time for the real Stacy to charge up from behind, hand tight around the second guard’s rune-stick. The toe of her shoe hit a patch of blood and she slipped off her feet, going flying, bringing the stick down point-first into the shape-shifter’s calf when she hit the floor.
The rakshasa’s muscles tightened like steel clamps. She threw her head back, trying to find the breath to scream, to do anything at all. Piper lunged with the second stick, doubling the corrupted current. The rakshasa crashed to her knees, jaw snapping shut, gnashing and foaming. A tiger tooth ripped itself loose from its roots, plinking onto the bloody marble in a tide of white spittle.
“You didn’t learn your mother’s most important lesson,” Piper hissed, giving the creature another bone-searing jolt. “Before you decide to fight us, you’d better damn well know how to think like us.”
*     *     *

The phurba crackled, slicing the air above my head as I dropped into a fighting crouch, and it left a trail of silver motes that glittered like tiny spinning razors in its wake. I rolled onto my back and kicked out, pistoning both heels into the rakshasa’s kneecap with all the strength I had left.
I’d broken a man’s knee with that move once before, shattered it and driven him down. The rakshasa just grunted as tendons tore and whipped free, plates of bone spinning, his leg reconfiguring itself on the fly like a machine writing its own operating code. Now he kept an uneasy balance on two feet, one facing forward and the other backward, and barely gave me a second to catch my breath before the Cutting Knife came plunging down.
I rolled left. The phurba stabbed into the marble floor, parting the stone like water, leaving it in frozen and fractured waves as the blade ripped free. I was already hustling back to my feet, and when the assassin turned I was halfway into throwing the hardest right cross I could muster. It felt like punching a concrete wall: the skin of my knuckles tore open, a cannon shot of pain jolting all the way to my elbow and leaving throbbing numbness behind. The assassin felt it too. He recoiled, stumbling backward, his mismatched feet failing to keep him upright, and he tumbled to the floor in an ungainly heap.
“Pet!” Caitlin shouted. “Over here!”
Her own opponent was screeching and rolling along the ground, frantically slapping at the hellfire broiling his feline head and engulfing him in roiling spheres of hungry flame. She’d commandeered his disguised weapon, putting the camera-gun to her shoulder. The rest was up to me.
I took a few steps back to buy room, measuring my angles, then charged in. The rakshasa was pushing himself up on his backward feet, disoriented; he barely noticed as I scooped my hands under his armpits and hoisted him up, using my momentum to carry us both along the floor. I built up a little speed, just enough to keep him off-balance, and then I let go.
He kept moving, stumbling, arms flailing, and Caitlin’s camera-gun let out a trio of grating mechanical burps, a steel sphincter clacking. Three long metal rounds, bristling with centipede hair, plowed into the assassin’s chest and belly. These shots hadn’t been meant for the prince, but the killers weren’t taking any chances. The rounds lodged themselves in the rakshasa’s body, snared by the allure of warmth and organ meat and pumping blood, and spat out their payloads.
The assassin landed on his back, arms and legs spasming, pounding the marble helplessly as craters erupted across his body. Bone turned to powder, collapsing inward, while flesh melted and cracked. From the cracks, tiny, wavering furry legs began to push loose: white spiders, an infestation of them, born and feeding from his body.
The payload in his heart burst open. The rakshasa gave one last soundless scream, jaw contorted to breaking, before falling still. A wave of gray pallor washed over once-vibrant flesh, and then the desiccation that turned him to a statue made of cigarette ash. The Cutting Knife, precious beyond measure, more rare than a galaxy made of diamonds, tumbled from his broken fingers and lay on the blood-slicked ballroom floor.
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Caitlin’s foe, the disguised cameraman, was burning down like a cheap candle. Bound by whipcord and consumed by hellfire, there wasn’t much left of him but mewling protestations, gristle, and pain. She finished him off with a single shot from the disguised camera, spearing his heart and ashing him where he’d fallen.
I picked up the Cutting Knife by its hilt. The phurba bucked against me, fighting against an unfamiliar master, and I tried to calm it with a cascade of memories: memories of the last knife we’d saved from enslavement, memories of the Lady in Red, her ancient mother. The brass grip, oily and wet, quivered then fell still.
The last of the stampeding crowd was fighting their way out, squeezing through the capitol building doors and out into the night with a battlefield of blood, bile, the dying, and the dead at their backs. And one combatant who refused to die at all. While Piper and Stacy kept the fourth assassin down with their pain sticks, Lizzie B had found a fire ax in the emergency stairwell and gone to work. The floor around the writhing creature was littered with severed limbs—six legs and at least eight matching arms—and it still wasn’t giving up.
“Trying to dismember the damned thing so we can interrogate it later,” Piper panted, gasping for breath while she shocked it again and again. “It keeps growing.”
“Valiant effort, but a waste,” Caitlin said. 
She casually shot the squealing beast in the heart. The wave of dead pallor went beyond its dismembered torso, washing over all of its squirming, bloodied limbs, leaving behind nothing but motionless ash.
“Zealots,” she said, lips curled in distaste. “They speak with actions, not words. And they’ve already had their say here tonight.”
I looked to Hunter. Playing a mad rakshasa’s human shield had left him disjointed and broken, his face mashed to a pulp. I counted a dozen wounds that would have been mortal in the land of the living. Here he’d have to heal each and every one of them, the slow and painful way. At least he was out cold, a small blessing.
Piper pointed to his body, looking across the ash-flecked carnage at Lizzie B. “Name a price. I want him.”
“You…”
That was as far as her confusion could take her. Che—who had been carefully keeping shy of the fight—ran up to stand beside his on-screen partner.
“What do you mean?” he said, suspicious.
“It wasn’t the riddle of the sphinx,” Piper said. “I. Want. Him. He stepped up in the face of a superior threat and he got the job done. He’s way too good to be working for Channel Three. How much to buy out his contract? Give me a currency and a number and we can do this deal tonight.”
They shared a glance. “It’s…really not up to us,” Che said.
“Then go and do something useful. Find the person who is empowered to make actual decisions for your brainless brain trust and bring them to me. Now.”
I leaned against Caitlin. Or she leaned against me. We were both too tired to know, really. I eyed the drizzling wounds on her opposite shoulder.
“Couple of potholes there,” I said. “You all right?”
“Had worse,” she said.
“You know, you and your big sister have a lot in—”
“Daniel, my love—” Cait’s arm curled around my waist and squeezed. Affectionately, at first. Then just a little too hard. “Choose your next words very carefully.”
I decided that silence was the better part of discretion.
Light flashed in my eyes. Piper had scrounged up a working camera, and Stacy stepped in with a stolen microphone, eyes alight.
“This is Channel Two, the only station you can trust, reporting first from the chaos at the capitol building. An attempt upon our beloved prince’s life ended in failure tonight, with all of the would-be assassins dead and our prince unharmed.”
“I am indeed.”
The tall, pale prince didn’t walk so much as glide, the world sliding along like clouds under the soles of his white leather dancing shoes. He placed one thin arm around Caitlin’s shoulder and the other around mine.
He leaned close to me, lips to my ear, his whisper riding on a current of air from a tropical beach. He smelled like sea spice and driftwood.
“You continue to entertain me in the most delightful ways,” he breathed. “Keep it up.”
He pulled back and fixed his bedroom eyes on the camera.
“Unharmed, thanks, once again, to the single-handed effort of my hound. Our Caitlin is as ferocious as she is clever, and twice again as loyal—qualities that should be held up, revered, and emulated by one and all of my people. As your prince, I expect no less.”
All right, then. Didn’t make up for the time I’d been keeping her away from her job, but at least she’d scored some brownie points with the home team. And I couldn’t lie: this was going to piss off the snobs on Channel Three, and that was its own reward. Maybe I could stick around just long enough to see tonight’s reactions—
Then something in my heart went click, like the thunderous swing of a pendulum, muffled under layers of hospital gauze. Or the precise, machined tick of a perfect Swiss-made pocket watch.
I staggered backward. Everything lurched into slow motion as I fell, the crack of my shoulders against the blood-slick marble and the stench of hot copper muted, a world away, as the pain set in. Cold, razor-edged waves of it, an undertow trying to rake me over a bed of rusty spikes just below the black ocean’s surface. And worse things waiting for me, farther below.
I’m dying, I thought. Couldn’t get the words out. Didn’t have to.
“His time is up,” Caitlin said. She slid to her knees beside me, cradling the back of my head in one hand, pressing the other to my heart. “We have to send him back to his own body.”
Sitri gracefully crouched on my other side, voice low. His fingertip played across the back of her hand, passing a low-wattage tingle down through my heart.
“You know,” he said, “you don’t have to send him back.”
She hesitated.
“How many of your problems here,” the prince asked, his tone lightly neutral, “arise from your lack of face time amongst the people? The more they see of you, the more they respect you. But while you’re gallivanting in the humans’ world—”
“I don’t gallivant,” Caitlin replied.
“I speak not of reality. I speak of media perception, which is more real than reality. Consider this: keep him here, with you. Your relationship goes on just as it always has, and you’re in the perfect position to boost your career.”
“If you have complaints about my service,” Caitlin whispered, “this is the first I’m hearing of them.”
“Not complaints, my wayward daughter.” His hand tightened over hers. “Merely a reminder of an inevitable future. I won’t be here forever—”
“Don’t say that.”
“No reign lasts forever. Don’t believe me? Go ask Ozymandias, if you can find his dusty wraith. Ask Alexander, who once thought there were no worlds left for him to conquer. We are an immortal race, girl, and on a long enough timeline not all of us rise but we all fall down. The day my throne stands empty, every claimant and pretender in the pit will be sharpening their knives for the feast to come.”
“But I’ve never—” Caitlin started to say.
“It is one of hell’s cruel ironies that your lack of desire for the job makes you ideal for it. You would actually, dare I say it, attempt to lead rather than simply gorge yourself on the perks of office. But victory is decided long before a battle begins. This is your chance to position yourself properly. Let Daniel die. Bring him home, to us.”
Her curled fingers, cradling the back of my head, tightened in distress. Her palm quivered over my heart.
“No,” she said.
Sitri arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “No?”
“No, my prince. Tonight’s attack wasn’t a single wild salvo, like we’d expect from most of your enemies. It was a carefully engineered trap created by a woman who lives and breathes in contingency plans. Naavarasi isn’t finished. She presents a threat that the infernal courts haven’t seen since…no, a degree of threat that we may have never seen before, and she will not stop. She hatches her plots both here and on Earth, which means I—and my consort, my native guide—must be able to operate in both worlds, just like her.”
She took a deep breath, steeling herself, and stared into Prince Sitri’s mismatched eyes.
“I can serve personal ambition, or I can serve my people. I choose my people.”
Prince Sitri smiled.
“I would expect nothing less. So, shall we send your beau back to his battered and benighted flesh?”
His hand pressed down upon hers. Her hand pressed down upon my heart. The world was fading, stretching around me, pinpricks of light turning to rods of flame.
“Daniel,” Caitlin’s voice called out, sounding a million miles away, “this…is going to hurt.”
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Jennifer’s fingers itched.
She kept her hand cannon stowed under her jacket; the locals were already scared half out of their wits and it was a minor miracle nobody had called in a SWAT team by now, though she suspected Harmony Black had something to do with that. She didn’t want to ask because she didn’t want to feel obliged to thank her. All the same, no sense raising more hell than she had to.
The halls were tightropes of piano wire, stretched taut and frosted over, winding past silent wards with silent patients and disheveled empty beds. Nurses scurried by, clutching clipboards, heads low. Seeing a transformed rakshasa throw himself out of a second-floor window had left a mark on the staff. Normally the kind of trouble the crew tried hard to keep the civilians from ever knowing about, but in this case, it put the healers and the outlaws on the same team. They were united in their shared desire to see another sunrise.
Can’t last too much longer anyhow, she thought, sweeping a private room and checking under the beds. Cell phones with cameras shoulda spelled the death knell of the big secret, blown the occult underground wide open at least a decade ago. Only reason it hasn’t happened is because of Hollywood effects and CGI. When you can fake anything, nothing on video is real.
But now we’ve got demon bounty hunters blowing up streets in broad daylight, rakshasa assassins going tiger mode in front of civvies…nobody respects the game anymore, not like the old days. Danny’s right: only a matter of time before somebody crosses the line. Maybe they conjure a monster on Broadway, or get in a mage fight on the Golden Gate Bridge. Something big and loud and undeniable. That’ll be the day when it all falls down.
Moot point, if they didn’t live through the night. They still had at least one fox in the henhouse, a rakshasa wearing the chief of staff’s stolen clothes and his stolen face. Jennifer had already been upstairs to warn everyone, but he hadn’t made a move on Daniel’s room yet, and she wasn’t sure why. The longer he waited to attack, the worse Naavarasi’s odds got.
So why the wait?
Jennifer flagged down a passing doctor, a harried-looking woman with a mussy blond bob and a name tag that put her in the anesthesiology department. The doctor broke her stride, hesitant and cagey, a dozen emotions flickering behind her eyes like a riffling deck of cards.
“Chief of staff,” Jennifer said. “You seen him?”
“Not recently, no.”
That should have been the end of it, but she didn’t move on. She just stared at Jennifer while she chewed on her bottom lip.
“Ask what you wanna ask,” Jennifer said.
“That…thing upstairs,” she said.
“I assume you’re referring to the man-tiger and not my buddy in the coma.”
“People are talking.”
“I’m sure they are.”
“What was it?” she asked. “Was it…an alien, or a demon?”
Jennifer shrugged.
“What answer would give you more peace of mind?” she asked.
“The truth would.”
“You seem like a smart lady,” Jennifer said. “How many times in your life has the truth ever given you peace? The truth is all hard, cold surfaces and sharp edges. That’s something you need, never something you want.”
The doctor held her gaze, quietly expectant.
“That critter you saw is something that came from somewhere else,” Jennifer said. “That’s all there is to say about it. Worry about the cosmic implications after we get through this and you’re home safe with a drink in your hand. You sure you haven’t seen the chief of staff?”
She shook her head, mute. Jennifer thanked her and went back on the hunt.
*     *     *

“It’s time,” Bentley said.
The light in the room had shifted, subtly, at first, the fluorescent overheads losing some of their stark white sheen and muting to the color of a pearl. Now the pearl was dirty, its luster marred and streaked, and other colors drifted into the visible spectrum. There were splashes of orchid purple and violent pink, free-floating in the air, glimmering in and out of sight.
Something here from somewhere else, Corman thought. Their boy was coming home and all hell was trying to follow, leaking through the thin places where the two worlds overlapped. Daniel lay draped under Ada’s copper-wire blanket—strange and postmodern magic to Corman, but a little extra juice couldn’t hurt—while Bentley applied the finishing touches in a language they shared. Sigils, whirling and florid, painted in wet flour on Daniel’s forehead, his cheeks, the hollow of his throat.
At the foot of the bed, Mama Margaux chanted under her breath, a spell for her spirits’ ears alone. She flicked fragrant water onto the sheets, the floral-blossom perfume battling with the smell of hospital sanitizer.
Emma watched from the corner of the room, her arms crossed tight over her chest, Melanie at her side.
Corman tugged a stick from an old, mostly empty matchbook, the yellow cover blazoned with an ad for a Vegas bar that closed long ago. He tucked the cover closed and struck the match. It sizzled to life, flaring, spreading a curlicue of gray smoke as he waved it in a slow circle above Daniel’s chest. He whispered old words in a mostly-forgotten tongue. Words of calling, of welcome, of home.
The smoke lingered. Instead of rising to the ceiling, drifting and breaking apart, it took on bumps and curves and became a hollow mask. Daniel’s face, tilted upward.
“There you are, kiddo,” Corman whispered. “Come on back.”
Perched on the bedside table, the pocket watch clicked. The minute hand and the hour hand were aligned at midnight. The final hand—a long spidery rod of thin black iron, sweeping a final verdict in its path—dangled one second away from joining them.
The magicians cast out lines woven from will and silver light, capturing the smoke, binding it to the motionless body on the bed. Blue sparks popped and flared along the woven copper blanket, and the acrid tang of ozone rose in the air. Corman shook out the match, nearly burnt down to a nub, and tossed it aside. He held out both hands to the smoke, raised his weathered palms, and spread his fingers wide.
The air bulged around them, pockets of strange pressure, temperatures dipping and soaring, heat mirages warring with bubbles of frost-breath and rime. The odd flitting lights darkened, deepened, taking on writhing and wriggling shape. Daniel’s soul was soaring up, soaring in, with a storm at his back.
Dead or technically alive, escape from hell was supposed to be impossible. Opportunists felt the opening, the crack in the door, and a warm, vacant body just waiting to be taken.
A streak of light suddenly surged through the air like a piranha, slicing along Corman’s left cheek, leaving a searing, stinging burn and the sensation of blood dribbling down to the stubble on his jaw. He held his focus, held the line, kept his mind and his will aimed at bringing Daniel back. That all you got? I’ve taken harder punches in dive bars. He’d walk on broken glass if he had to.
Across the bed, Bentley was attracting attention. He kept his eyes closed and his lips pursed, concentrating, as the motes of light slithered and pinched and slapped at him. Corman swallowed a knot of fury. Anyone who hurt his husband or his kid was begging for a righteous ass-kicking, but he knew a distraction when he saw it. If either of them broke the psychic connection, they’d lose Daniel. All he could do was stand his ground.
“Mom,” Melanie whispered.
“On it.”
Emma opened her purse—a slim Prada bag decorated with alternating triangles in black and dark gold—and dumped its contents out onto the bedside table. A long leather wallet, a packet of tissues, a silver compact, lipstick, bear mace, a well-used penknife and more clattered down before she flipped the bag right side up again. The bag’s interior had a custom lining, deep burgundy silk inlaid with woven jade-green sigils.
Her pale hand was a blur, firing out, snatching at the air. She caught a squirming eel of rust-red light in her curled fingertips, gave it a brutal squeeze, and hurled it into her purse.
“You people use bottles for this kind of work,” Emma said, curt. “We prefer bags.”
She grabbed another light as it shot past her, tossing it in with the other. Corman got his focus back, steady, ignoring the stinging cut and the blood on his cheek as he wove the strands of silver smoke like a cat’s cradle. The lines coiled around his fingers, knotting, stretching across the bed to Bentley and down to Margaux, the three of them working together to weave a net. Daniel was rising and falling at the same time, tumbling wild across the dimensional veil. They’d only have one chance to catch him.
Melanie was in motion, her half-demon blood rising to the surface, a webwork of blue veins shimmering on her face like the outline of a butterfly’s wings. She grabbed at a dead man’s eel-light, missed, cursed under her breath, and chased it across the room. It batted against the wall, frantic like a fly on a window. Melanie snatched the thing, slammed it against the wall to stun it, and threw it into her mother’s purse.
The mask of smoke turned white, gossamer, swelling under the silver net and centering above Daniel’s own flesh-and-blood face. From across the bed, Bentley opened his eyes and locked his gaze with Corman.
Almost there, Corman thought. Almost.
*     *     *

The rakshasa assassin could hide the corpses he left in his wake. He couldn’t hide the copper-penny smell of blood, gathering in the back of Jennifer’s throat. She was more sensitive to the scent than most; blood was her stock in trade, part and parcel of the magic she’d learned at her grandmother’s side deep in the Appalachians. And she had made more than a few corpses of her own, in her time.
The gathering stench lured her into a vacant private room, a single bed empty, stripped, the overheads doused. The only light in the gloom came from the parking-lot lamps outside the window and a couple of milling, circling headlights from the Blood Eagles’ choppers, a pair of bikers on patrol duty while the rest of the gang hung close and popped open cans of beer in the middle of the lot.
Looked like a party down there. The comforts of strength in numbers, camaraderie, a cold brew—all close enough to taste and too far to reach. Jennifer was alone.
She advanced in the dark, eyes adjusting to the shadows as she cautiously moved closer to the empty bed. Now the copper-taste odor mingled with other familiar, unwelcome perfumes: a bouquet of torn flesh, the musk of violated organs. The body, slaughtered, stripped, and abandoned behind the bed, just out of sight, wore a familiar face.
It was the doctor she had just talked to, out in the hallway.
“Damn it all,” she breathed. “Damn it straight to—”
She froze. A shadow loomed over her, tall and long, silhouetted by the hallway light.
A low, feline growl broke the silence.
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Jennifer turned, slow, keeping her hands open and easy at her sides. Her wheelgun rode close, under her jacket, just a touch away. She was fast on the draw. Rakshasas were fast, too. And this one was standing four feet away from her.
Its head was halfway into its transformation, not quite a tumorous, hairless tiger, not quite a human with bloated cheeks, curling fat lips, and fangs that leaked trickles of bile-yellow drool. Its white jacket had burst at the shoulders, seams splitting to make room for lumpy new muscles as they wandered under the creature’s skin.
His skin. Jennifer’s gaze flicked to the glossy badge dangling from a clip on the assassin’s coat pocket. Too dark to read, but the photograph told her everything she needed to know. It showed a young, scruffy-looking man in his twenties, not the chief of staff, not the doctor she’d questioned in the hallway.
“Foxed me twice,” Jennifer said.
The creature grunted, maw twisting into something resembling a smile.
“There are two of you,” she said. “The other one killed the chief, took his clothes and his shape. But he figured out I was lookin’ for him, so he took a second victim. New outfit, new face to go with it.”
“That’s right,” he said.
“What’s your story?”
He raised one hand, fingers elongated and half-fused at the first knuckle, each topped with a curved claw of black iron.
“I’ve been here all night,” he said. “Surveillance.”
“And now?”
“Can’t let you bring him back.”
She thought about the gun.
Too damn close. By the time she cleared her holster he’d cut her throat out with one slice of those claws. Maybe she’d get a few shots off before her lights went out for good, but Jennifer didn’t believe in suicide missions. Another way out suggested itself. To pull it off, she needed a distraction.
Her elbow eased the flap of her jacket back, about half an inch. Just far enough to show the gleam of chrome on her hip. The rakshasa’s yellow eyes glanced downward. Good, she thought. Her other hand rose slowly to her neck, pretending to rub a sore muscle.
“Nice gun,” he said.
“Thanks. I’m fond of it myself.”
Her fingers snared the delicate chain that dangled around her neck upward, reeling in her golden razor-blade pendant.
“I’m going to take it from you,” he said.
She cupped the blade in her palm, just behind her neck, as he looked up again.
“And your clothes,” he said. “And your skin.”
“Don’t think you’ve got the style to pull that off.”
“My partner’s going to kill Faust’s body. He’s on his way, if he hasn’t done it already. If any of your friends survive, I’ll walk right out with them, disguised as you. And then I’ll take them, one by one. No one survives.”
The blade bit into the skin of Jennifer’s neck. No time for a practiced, careful cut. This was messy, rough, deep. She lowered her hand as blood welled and rolled in hot rivulets down the back of her shirt. Her lips curled into a grimace. She swallowed the pain, turning it into fuel for the fire in the pit of her belly.
Then she stoked that fire, nice and hot.
“What’s the point?” she asked. “You lost. You get that, right? Whether Danny makes it back or not, your mama’s plot is already blown wide open.”
“You really think so?”
The rakshasa paused, flat nose wrinkling. He looked to Jennifer’s hand, fingers smeared with fresh blood from her cut.
“Why are you bleeding?” he demanded.
Her senses were reaching out in all directions, invisible tendrils snaking through the room, through the shadows, touching and grasping and forging wet weapons as her back ran slick with blood. The puddles of warmth felt like wings on her back.
She just needed a few more seconds. She eased the flap of her jacket back a little farther.
“This here wheelgun is chambered for .44 Magnum rounds,” she said. “Some might say it’s the most powerful handgun in the world.”
His maw twitched in a vague approximation of a human smirk.
“You going to ask if I feel lucky?”
“Well? Do ya?” She gave him a wicked little smile. “Never mind. More important question. You do understand that if you want my weapon, I’m going to make you earn it, right?”
He was savoring the moment, the anticipation of the kill. Overconfident, eager, and blind to the winds of magic swirling around him.
“You want to play.” His claws twitched. “I like to play, too. Reach for it, cowgirl. Reach for the gun. Let’s see who’s faster.”
“Count of three?” she asked.
“Suit yourself.” He showed her his fangs. “Three.”
“Two,” Jennifer said.
“One.”
A container mounted on the counter to their side, cast in hazard-orange plastic and stamped with a biohazard warning symbol, began to rattle on its hinges. Then it started to thump, hard and fast, like something inside was trying to punch its way out. The creature’s head swiveled, yellow eyes narrowing to burning slits.
“What—”
“Never said I was going to shoot you,” Jennifer told him. “By the way, here’s a little tip: attacking a blood witch in a hospital is deeply unwise. Giving her time to juice up is just plumb stupid.”
The biohazard box exploded. Shards of broken plastic, used needles, and stale blood hardened and honed to knifepoints erupted like a storm, engulfing the rakshasa in a shotgun blast of toxic shrapnel.
*     *     *

The second rakshasa, still wearing a doctor’s stolen face and coat, whistled happily as she strolled from the second-floor stairway. She’d been thwarted earlier tonight. By humans. Embarrassing. But all that mattered, in the end, was the mission. All would be forgiven if she destroyed Faust’s body—doubly so if she managed to gut a few of his irritating friends on her way out. A bunch of them were grouped up in his room, occupied and off guard, trying to bring the petty mage back from hell. The perfect place for claws and teeth. The perfect place for primal hunger.
Mother would be pleased.
*     *     *

Melanie snatched an eel-light from the air. It wriggled, flaring sickly yellow and scarlet, biting at her with a pair of toothy mouths stacked one on top of the other. She gave it a hard whack against the wall and tossed it into her mother’s purse, joining the growing haul. The bag was swollen, fat with renegade souls, and Emma snapped it shut between each fresh catch to keep any from escaping.
The mask of smoke had grown, billowing out to become the white, hollow shell of a twin hovering inches above Daniel’s flesh-and-blood body. While lightning crackled along the copper-wire blanket, Bentley, Corman, and Margaux worked in concert to spread a netting of silver mist, capturing the specter, gently and slowly hauling him down to earth.
“Steady,” Bentley said. “Steady now, we’ve almost got him.”
Corman’s ruddy brow was slick with sweat, his breath shallow, fingers burning as if the soul-net was made of sharpened piano wire and slicing into his skin with every gesture, every tug.
“Come on, son,” he grunted. “Keep pushing. You’re almost home.”
Margaux nearly dropped her threads. She recovered, fast, one cheek twitching as she focused and wound her edge of the net tighter. Bentley noticed, eyes flicking her way.
“What is it?”
She answered with a nod toward the window. And while Melanie chased down the last few eel-lights, Emma stood stock-still, staring out through the dark glass and down to the parking lot.
“Oh,” Emma said. “That’s…that’s not good.”
*     *     *

A stretch limousine, black as pitch with windows of mirrored onyx, rolled into the parking lot. It prowled slow around the edges, turning the bikers’ heads and drawing hard-eyed looks. Then it growled to a stop, the engine silent.
The driver’s door opened. A dark-skinned woman in a crisp chauffeur’s uniform stepped out. Her every movement was a model of efficiency, nothing wasted, nothing unnecessary, as she strode around the polished car and opened the passenger door in back. She stood to one side, hands clasped behind her back, casting a slow, appraising gaze from the parking lot to the hospital windows above. A reedy voice burbled from the depths of the limousine.
“Thank you, Ms. Fleiss.”
The thing that emerged from the open door wasn’t human. A parody at best, a living photo negative etched onto the skin of the world. Two-dimensional and made of light-swallowing darkness, he was drawn in glowing lines and moved like a stop-motion animation: jerky, twitching, a vortex of pure chaos with a pearly white smile.
The Enemy was here.
He didn’t seem to raise his voice, yet it cut across the open night air and through the building like a loudspeaker, every word crisp and clear.
“Ada Lovelace Canton,” he said. “Harmony Black. Daniel Faust.”
He let the names settle into silence.
“I have a bargain for you. Give yourselves to me, and I will depart in peace. Or, if any of you other folk are sufficiently industrious, capture them and hand them over. All I desire are these three people. That’s all. Not much to ask, really. You have ten minutes to decide. If I get what I want, I will leave with no further trouble. Alternatively, if you refuse…”
His smile grew impossibly large, splitting his black-hole face from ear to ear.
“I guess we’ll just have an entertaining little massacre.”
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The Blood Eagles had no idea what they were looking at, but they never backed down from a challenge. The freak in the limo brought words. They brought bullets.
Two bikers dropped behind their hogs for cover, brandishing hand cannons, opening fire. Muzzles flashed and bullets whined through the darkness. Fleiss’s upper body snapped to one side, eye-blink fast, as a round sliced past her and carved into the limo’s front door.
She came at them like a machine. Arms pumping, picking up speed, eyes dead ahead as she jolted left, then right, slipping from their sights before they could even pull the trigger. She leaped, twisting in the air and lashing out her heel, toppling a bike and bringing it down on top of the shooter behind it.
Another ran in, getting close with a broken bottle. She backhanded him, spun him around, got one arm around his throat, and broke his neck like a twig. Another was already running up behind her, stalling in his tracks but too late to stop. She whirled and thrust out one hand, fingers fusing, hardening, taking on the shape and sharpness of a butcher knife just before she speared it into his belly. She ripped it free, flesh again, her curled fingers dripping with blood.
The Enemy cackled with delight, striding into the chaos with his photo-negative arms spread wide, inviting the gunfire. A hail of bullets passed right through him, cratering the limo and smashing out windows, scarring the asphalt behind his heels. As a Blood Eagle sprinted past, angling for his bike and a way out of this madhouse, the Enemy snatched him by the throat, lifting him up and off his feet as if he were weightless.
“You people,” he said, “are such delightful catalogs of near-death incidents. Four years, three months, and eight days ago. A slick highway at night, a collision with a tanker truck that you barely escaped. Except…you didn’t escape.”
The charred, curled, and misshapen thing in his hand barely looked human anymore. Stray limbs fell, splattering onto the asphalt. The Enemy laughed uproariously, tossed the mutilated corpse aside, and went looking for his next victim.
*     *     *

All along the second floor, faces were pressed to the windows as the remaining staff, pale and trembling, stared down at the impossible carnage. Harmony and Ada had been alone together, working through the aftermath of Ada’s possession. Harmony had just gotten her steady, back on her feet, and now Ada was charging off toward the nearest stairwell door.
Harmony stopped her with a stiff arm, barring her path.
“You heard him,” Ada said. “We can stop this. We can save these people.”
“Do you actually think he’ll keep his word? You don’t negotiate with beings like this. You don’t negotiate, and you never surrender.”
“Then I can fight,” Ada said. She held up her clenched fist, her copper-lined glove crackling with electric light.
Harmony shoved her against the hallway wall. She loomed over the teenager, standing toe to toe, staring her dead in the eye.
“Listen to me,” Harmony said. “This is a lesson I paid a lot to learn. I know how much it hurts to hold back when you want to charge in and fight the righteous fight. It feels good, right? Being the hero, being a badass. You think you’re the Paladin?”
Ada’s bottom lip jutted out. “I know I am.”
“Then ask yourself this: what will do the most good, right here and now? You can charge into battle and probably get yourself annihilated, a very heroic death that’ll buy us a whole ten seconds if we’re lucky, or you can help me evacuate these people and get them to safety.”
Ada’s glare deepened.
Harmony let her go. She took a step back and swept out a hand, inviting her to leave.
“Being a hero,” Harmony told her, “doesn’t always mean fighting. It means helping. But you can do what you want. Make your choice.”
Ada looked away, eyes downcast. She took a deep breath.
“Okay,” she said.
Harmony raised an eyebrow. “Okay?”
“Okay. Show me how to help.”
Jennifer tore up the hallway, one hand on the butt of her gun. Her face and hair were spattered with blood, more of the red stuff soaking her jacket and jeans with dark, reeking stains. Harmony frowned as she skidded to a stop.
“Y’all see a lady doctor come through here?” Jennifer panted. “Messy blond hair, cats-eye glasses?”
“Maybe a minute ago,” Harmony said.
“Next time you shoot a rakshasa,” she said, breaking into a sprint, “make sure you kill the goddamn thing!”
Harmony and Ada shared a glance. Then they ran after her.
*     *     *

Daniel’s empty body bucked, nearly sitting bolt upright on the mattress before crashing back down as the machines flanking his bed squealed and chimed. The net of silver thread drew tighter, pulling the smoke-shell of his soul up against his flesh, struggling to merge the two once more. While Melanie watched the window, eyes wide with growing horror, Emma snatched the last of the stray eel-lights and tossed it into her bulging, squirming purse before clicking the hasp shut.
“One last pull!” Corman called out, leaning back and holding the spell-net taut. “Everyone ready?”
“Ready,” Bentley said.
“Ready here.” Margaux nodded, firm.
The door flew open and a doctor with a clipboard barreled into the room. She stared, blinking, at the soul-smoke and the lights.
“I…I thought he was flatlining—”
“You need to leave,” Emma said, moving to get between her and the bed. “Out. Now. This doesn’t concern you.”
Charts fluttering, the clipboard clattered to the floor.
Emma never saw the hand hidden behind it, already transformed into a lethal orange-furred paw, before it sliced through the air and its claws carved into her throat. Arterial blood sprayed the walls, guttering through Emma’s fingers as she clutched her wounds and crashed to her knees. The rakshasa was already in motion, turning her sights to the heaving, thrashing body in the hospital bed.
Corman let go of the netting and swept up the closest chair. He brought it crashing down, cracking against the back of the creature’s skull and driving her to the floor.
Jennifer ran in, gun drawn, and stood over Emma’s body. Ada was right behind her. As the rakshasa tried to pull herself up, grabbing the edge of the hospital bed with her claws, Ada lunged out with her copper-laced glove. The creature screeched, spasming, every muscle in her body locked and in revolt. She contorted backward, bones crackling before they could form properly, trying to squirm away like a fish on a hook. Ada was relentless, her eyes dark, focused on channeling her power through the glove and into the creature’s heart.
Ada yanked her hand away. The rakshasa slumped to the ground, shriveled and dead, the second corpse on the hospital-room floor. Melanie was kneeling next to the other one, hugging her mother’s body, getting Emma’s blood all over her while she moaned into the dead woman’s shoulder.
Daniel’s eyelids snapped open. His eyes flicked from side to side, wide and confused, verging on panic.
“Get a—get a nurse,” Corman stammered, waving at the bed. “We need help getting all these tubes out of him, and—a wheelchair, we’ll need one of those, too. Hurry!”
Bentley didn’t move. He stared at the man in the bed, his gaze cold.
“Cormie,” he said, his voice faint. “Look closer.”
Melanie looked up, letting Emma’s body down gently then slowly rising to her feet.
“…Mom?” she said.
Jennifer turned, tilted her head, and leaned toward the bed. Then she threw her open hand in the air.
“What the fuck, Emma?”
“Jenn—” Melanie said.
“What the actual fuck, Emma? That’s Danny’s body. You can’t just—”
“She’s a hijacker,” Melanie said. “She can’t help it. It’s—it’s like a reflex. She lost her body, so she had to jump into the closest vacancy.”
Harmony loomed in the doorway, embroiled in a tense conversation on her phone.
“…want those roads cleared for evac, and tell Kevin to get the drone airborne. Tactical payload. Meantime, get on message control. What do we have on the local bureau chief? Yes, I’m authorizing blackmail, whatever it takes—” She snapped her fingers and pointed at Daniel’s body. “Exorcism, now.”
“Takes too long,” Corman said. He turned to Melanie. “Hold up. What if we get her another ‘vacancy?’”
“As long as they’re brain-dead,” she told him.
“It’s a goddamn hospital,” Jennifer snapped. “Gotta be a coma patient or two kicking around. Be right back.”
She shoved her way past Harmony, storming down the hall.
“Excuse me,” called out the Enemy. 
He was on the far edge of the parking lot, but his voice carried as if he were in the room beside them. Or behind each one of them, easing up close, ready to lay his hands on their shoulders.
“I don’t mean to be a bother,” he said, “but your time is up. To be honest, I forgot to pay attention to the clock, so it might not have actually been a full ten minutes, but…really, what are you going to do about it? Since you won’t send out the three people I want, I guess I’m going to have to come in there and slaughter every single one of you.”
He paused.
“I don’t have to slaughter you all,” he added. “I just really want to.”
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The first glow of dawn shone against the horizon, pushing back the night.
Staring out the window, Margaux gave a tiny shake of her head. “Not even right,” she muttered.
“How do you mean?” Melanie asked, dragging her sleeve across her wet eyes.
“Because we’re still hours from sunrise,” she said. “So where’s that light coming from?”
The light unfolded, a majestic radiance that rolled over the hospital like the canopy of an umbrella. It was golden and stainless and true, like raw sunlight reflecting off a knight’s polished armor. Or captured, molten and burning, in the steel of her sword.
“The Paladin,” Melanie whispered. “The Paladin is here.”
*     *     *

Winslow had bellowed for a general retreat, his voice almost swallowed by the roar of a pack of choppers. The Blood Eagles were five men down, two of them transformed into things no one should ever have to see, the other three beaten, broken, and stabbed by the freak’s knife-handed chauffeur. The bikers hauled ass to the far end of the lot, circling the hospital, putting some distance between them and the monsters.
Winslow stayed in the saddle, eyes fixed in a thousand-yard stare, thinking hard.
“The freak says he’s going in,” one of his boys said.
“Good time for us to get gone,” another said. “We ain’t getting paid to tangle with this nonsense, and our guns don’t work for shit.”
“Not leaving yet,” Winslow grumbled.
He felt a dozen pairs of eyes on him.
“If Dan’s still alive in there,” he said, “he’s going to try to get those civvies out. I know Jen won’t quit. Only crossed paths with Agent Black a couple of times, but I double-damn-guarantee she won’t either.”
One of the newer brothers, saddled with the unfortunate nickname of Dead Goose, hooked his thumbs in his belt and stepped up.
“So what? She’s a fed. Who cares what she does?”
“I don’t,” Winslow said. “I care about not looking like a grade-A piece of chickenshit who cut and ran when everybody else stuck around. Now, if you don’t mind feeling like a coward for the rest of your life, go ahead and get gone. But I’m a Blood Eagle. First to fight, last to leave. What are you?”
Dead Goose withered, his gaze dive-bombing his scuffed boots.
“I guess…” he said. “I guess we could stick around a while, see what happens.”
Winslow grunted. He drummed his fingers on the handlebars of his bike.
“Do you one better than that,” he said. “Somebody pass me a pineapple. I’m going to make sure these assholes don’t follow us out of here.”
*     *     *

“No,” the Enemy whispered.
The golden canopy slid down over the hospital, like a patch of trapped high-noon sunlight. A flawless and sheer wall separated night from day, the small hours of starless darkness from the Paladin’s shield.
“My lord?” Fleiss said, looking between him and the light. “Isn’t this…good? Now we know that the Paladin is here.”
“We already knew that.” He held up a pair of flickering fingers. “Ada Lovelace Canton. Harmony Black. Those were the names in Faust’s mind, scribed in my book, clear as a bell.”
“But those were just his suspicions. He could have been wrong—”
“He’s not just a perpetual thorn in my side. He’s also surprisingly well-informed. And we know Canton and Black are both here. It’s one of them. I know it. I can smell it.” He squinted against the light. “I wanted to find her before her powers blossomed. Considering our cosmic author cast me as the villain in this endless melodrama, I have no interest in anything resembling a fair fight. Villains in fairy tales tend to lose fair fights.”
“You cannot be defeated, my lord.”
The slits of scratchy light, forming the impression of eyes in the void of the Enemy’s face, squeezed shut.
“Fleiss? Try to be a bit less tedious, hmm? When I want you to worship me, I’ll tell you to do it. Otherwise, keep your mouth shut unless you have something valuable to contribute.”
She pursed her lips. One corner of her mouth quivered, just a bit, then fell still. She turned her gaze to the hospital windows.
*     *     *

Whenever his back was up against the wall, Winslow had a saying: What the hell, there are worse ways to die.
But he’d seen how two of his boys went down, once that herky-jerky shadow puppet thing got his hands on them, and for the first time in his life he wasn’t so sure.
His Harley’s engine thrummed between his legs, growling with all the confidence he didn’t feel. His gloved fingers slid along the throttle. The hog meant power. Freedom. Life. He wouldn’t disrespect his bike or his colors by turning tail now.
What the hell, he thought.
Not lookin’ to die today anyhow.
The Harley roared as he gunned the throttle, pushing him back in the saddle and rising up off its front wheel before thumping back down, launching like a rocket across the parking lot. The edge of the golden light was dead ahead and beyond it, the night outside and the two deadliest freaks he’d ever seen. His boys were behind him, whooping and cheering, giving him the fuel he needed to get this done.
He crashed through the light and into the darkness. Blind for a second, eyes trying to adjust, the world a sketchy blur of shadowy blobs. Something stepped into his path, reaching for him, and he swerved hard, almost laying the Harley down but correcting course at the last second. Winslow spurred the bike harder and aimed his headlight for the stretch limousine.
He didn’t see Fleiss until she leaped in, carried by a hot night wind and diving like a bird of prey. Her left arm was a knife. One long shaft of razor-sharp metal, plunging down toward the Harley’s front tire. Winslow jerked the handlebars and she fell inches short, the blade punching into the parking lot and carving a long, jagged furrow in the asphalt, spitting orange-hot sparks.
He had swerved too hard and he felt his balance slipping away as the bike went into a spin, sliding out from under him. He dumped it, sending the Harley crashing down, and for one brief second he was weightless. Then he followed his bike down to earth, hitting the pavement and rolling, his leathers taking the worst of it as he slid. The back of his head cracked against the rough asphalt hard enough to double his vision.
He forced himself to get up, staggering back to his feet. His bike was trashed, out of commission, and Fleiss was stalking toward him. So was the Enemy, closing in from behind.
A few months back, a crate of M67 fragmentation grenades had fallen off the back of a truck on its way to a military base out in the Nevada desert. Winslow had paid more than his usual going rate; he knew they’d come in handy, sooner or later. Now he pulled one from his belt. He yanked the pin and held the olive sphere high so they could both see it.
The Enemy paused, hesitant. Then he let out a small, tittering laugh.
“That won’t hurt me.”
“Us,” Fleiss added. “That won’t hurt us.”
She kept her distance, though. For the moment.
“I’ll bet you a beer,” Winslow said, “that I can hurt you with this.”
“I am a living god. The death of a hundred worlds and soon to be the death of yours.” The Enemy spread his arms wide. “Go ahead, insect. Take your shot. Amuse me.”
Winslow tossed the grenade underhand. It bounced and rolled along the asphalt, coming to a wobbly stop under the chassis of the limousine.
“What—what did you—” the Enemy stammered. “Fleiss! Go after it!”
The grenade exploded with a hollow crump of metal shards and superheated air, the concussion blast tearing into the limo’s fuel tank and igniting it. The limousine rose up on a fireball, twisting, coming down on its side in a mangled heap of scorched steel and broken glass. Flames washed across its undercarriage and gusted from inside, licking the night sky and spitting gouts of acrid smoke.
“You owe me a beer,” Winslow said.
Then he ran. Winslow had never been much of a runner—no reason to when you’ve got a bike, he always figured—but now he had literal hell on his heels. The wall of golden light was just ahead, a hundred feet maybe, and his arms pumped and his boots pounded the asphalt so hard he thought his lungs were going to burst. He heard them both behind him—Fleiss, blazing with fury and gaining fast, and the Enemy, flitting and floating, his every movement a rustling whisper that grew louder by the second.
He heard his boys cheering him on from the other side of the light. He felt hot breath on his neck, a mad giggle in his ear. Ten feet away, nine, and he dug deep and found one last gulp of air, one last burst of speed. A shadowy hand snatched at him and—
—he plowed through the wall of light, into the patch of warm and golden sun. The Enemy’s furious howl, from outside the wall, echoed in his ears along with the relentless pounding of his heart.
*     *     *

The Enemy’s clenched fist hammered the wall of light. Each thundering impact turned the world around him into a black-and-white sketch, primal forces colliding and ripping into the dimensional veil. Fleiss stood a few feet behind him, motionless, eyes high and fixed on the hospital windows.
“It’s Faust,” she said.
His fist paused in mid-descent, quivering in the air. He didn’t turn around. He only spoke one word, his voice a grim whisper.
“What?”
“Even when he isn’t interfering directly with your plans,” she said, “he inspires the others to rise up. He always finds a way, doesn’t he? He brings something more powerful than fear.”
He turned, glowering.
“Which is?”
“Hope,” she said.
“Your tone,” he told her, “borders dangerously on admiration.”
She fell silent for a moment, weighing her choices.
“You told me to speak when I have something to contribute,” she said.
“And?”
“You will face the Paladin, because you must, but it won’t be enough. This world isn’t like the others we’ve burned. You know, Faust spoke to me once. He told me—”
“I don’t give a damn what he said,” he replied, jabbing a smoky finger at her. “And I don’t give a damn what you think. You are an object. A tool. Now come to me. There’s work to be done.”
She took a deep breath, steadying herself. Then she ran at him and leaped.
Bones shattered as her body folded in half. Then in fourths, arms and legs snapping, compressing, her flesh rupturing and showering the asphalt in dark raspberry blood. What remained took on the sheen of metal, flecked with rust and pitted with age as it shrank, all semblance of human form vanishing.
The Cutting Knife landed in the Enemy’s outstretched hand. He turned his attention to the shield of light.
With a slow, forceful push, the blade pierced the light, slicing into it. The light fought back, shuddering as it gave way, surrendering to the blade’s power. The Enemy began to carve a door.
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This…is going to hurt, Caitlin had told me.
There were forms of pain I could understand, and some I could only grasp in concept. I’d gotten my ass kicked plenty over the last few years. Been interrogated the hard way by amateurs a couple of times and tortured by a professional once. I took solace in knowing the human body could only endure so much before the mind went lights-out, drowning you in blissful oblivion.
I wasn’t prepared for the kind that would never let you go. The kind of soul-deep pain that sank its teeth in and just kept biting deeper, harder, turning my blood to lava and flooding the marrow of my bones with acid. It wouldn’t let me go and it wouldn’t let me die, and I wanted more than anything to die.
Then I heard voices. Bentley, Corman. Mama Margaux. Jennifer. My people. I felt Caitlin’s hand guiding me the last of the way, up through the darkness and into the light.
Now I had some good reasons to live.
First the light was molten gold and then it was hard, white, electric, scorching my eyes and jabbing an ice pick into my skull. I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling my body sway from side to side, rattling along—Wheelchair? I thought. Wheelchair.—while waves of nausea buffeted me, and my throat and nose burned with every breath.
“Where—where’m—”
A heavy hand squeezed my shoulder. “Don’t try to talk, kiddo. We’re getting you out of here. Big trouble's coming in from the front, so we're going out the back.”
An ambulance siren whooped, too loud, my head splitting, and then I was finally able to slide into that warm and welcoming dark.
*     *     *

The next time I knew anything I was in a motel room, somewhere. Cactus and desert flats outside the window, a dime-store pastoral painting on the wall, talking heads on the television.
“Authorities are attempting to untangle the stories of over two dozen people whose ordeal began, some are claiming, when a ‘monster’”—the reporter hooked her fingers into air quotes— “attacked members of the hospital staff.”
A man in shadow, his voice distorted by electronic fuzz, addressed the television camera.
“They told us, you know, not to talk about it. Said nobody would believe us anyway. But I was there. It was like a tiger, with legs, and this woman, she came in shooting—”
“KTNV Action News has obtained cell-phone footage of the alleged event,” the reporter said. “As you’ll see, the video is jumpy and out of focus, but our experts have isolated the clearest frames.”
“Clear” was a stretch, considering the assassin looked like a blurry orange-furred Chihuahua. The still frame hovered in the corner of the screen as the commentary cut to an elderly woman in a wheelchair. Dr. April Cassidy, a chyron read, FBI Behavioral Analyst (Retired).
“It’s a common phenomenon, really,” she said, her voice tinged with an Irish brogue. “When people are placed under sudden shock and stress—particularly in an already-stressful environment, as a hospital tends to be—the slightest suggestion can give rise to wild flights of fancy and even alter a witness’s memories. As you can clearly see from the footage, this is nothing but a dangerous, armed criminal wearing a Halloween mask.”
“Less explicable,” the reporter said, “is this footage taken by local campers, later that same night.”
“What is that?” a voice said over the rustling of wind and the thump of a phone. “That a spotlight, or…get a—get a look at that.”
The footage zoomed, zoomed again, and finally snapped into focus, showing a distant dome of light in full bloom.
“None of this is my fault,” I said out loud. I wasn’t sure who needed to hear it, but I wanted to be firmly on the record here.
“I hear you’re not keeping any food down,” Jennifer said, circling my bed.
“I don’t remember eating since I came back from the dead,” I said, my voice a raw croak, “but I believe it.”
“Don’t you worry, Doctor J is here. Chew on this. It’ll help your tummy feel better.”
She tried to put something in my mouth, and I let her. We had that kind of friendship. I chewed, slow, frowning as I swallowed it down.
“Was that…a gummy bear?”
“It was something in a gummy bear.”
“Jen, did you just drug me?”
“You need a lot more rest. Just lie back and feel groovy for a while.”
I wasn’t in a position to argue.
*     *     *

Time lost all meaning, measured in lapses and darkness and drifting, in people coming and going and occasionally prodding at me while I fell into the television screen. I tried to make plans, but my thoughts splayed out like strands of unraveled yarn, lurching this way and that and doubling back and leaving me more confused than when I started.
But I was healing. Slowly, but I was healing.
I stayed awake longer. Understood more. Drank lukewarm chicken broth from a spoon and kept it down. On the fourth day of my motel-room recovery, Caitlin came. On the fifth, the whole family was here, half of them milling outside so they didn’t crowd the room.
“We knew you’d be back,” Bentley told me.
“You all helped, I’m told. Thank you. Speaking of helpers…”
Corman had his arm around Bentley’s shoulder, standing at my bedside.
“Once she got the staff and anyone else she could round up out through the back, your pal Harmony—”
“Not my pal.”
“—took a fast powder and vanished to wherever government spooks like to vanish. I figure she’s got her hands full, trying to hush the whole thing up.”
“How bad’s the damage?” I asked.
“Too soon to tell, really,” Bentley said. “Most people seem to be buying the ‘man in a monster costume’ excuse, but the dome of light is a little harder to pass off. As of this morning, a half-dozen people have come forward with independent footage, taken from different angles and distances. Might be enough to give the story legs.”
Corman shrugged. “The UFO folks are eating it up, though. Long as the public’s thinking about ‘little green men’ and not ‘monsters and magic,’ the occult underground will hopefully stay underground.”
“For now,” Bentley said.
For now.
Caitlin came in from outside, slid off her sunglasses, and slipped onto the bed beside me, curling like a cat on top of the comforter. Her fingers danced through my hair, gently stroking my scalp.
“You’re so good to me,” I murmured.
“I could say the same. You raised my cachet at home quite a bit, by the way. Favorable press, for the first time in a century. Of course, the usual detractors are even more shrill, trying to turn ‘saving the prince from assassins’ into a bad thing.”
“Good luck with that.”
“By the way, Che says he’s going to sue you.”
Bentley arched an eyebrow.
“Oh yeah,” I said. “I punched out Che Guevara in hell.”
“That’s our boy,” Corman said.
“So,” I said, “that dome of light. Who took credit for it, Harmony or Ada?”
“Neither, as far as we know,” Bentley said. “They both went their separate ways, no goodbyes.”
Melanie was at the foot of my bed. Not sure how long she’d been there. She gave me a little finger wave when I looked her way.
“I saw Ada just before she took off,” Melanie said. “She looked…bothered.”
“She’s dangerously invested in the idea that she’s the Paladin,” Caitlin pointed out. “If she didn’t create the dome…”
“Then she’s doing some soul-searching right about now,” I said.
“Then again,” Bentley said, “it could have been a reflex. There’s so much we don’t know about the people of the First Story. The Paladin’s powers could awake on their own, uncontrolled. A subconscious reaction.”
“Well, at least we’ve ruled me out, since I was dead.”
Melanie tilted her head. “Did anyone actually think you were the Paladin?”
“You could pretend you thought I was. You know, for the sake of my feelings and all.” My eyelids drifted shut and I waved a tired hand. “No, never mind. I’m only your teacher, and you’re only my cherished apprentice. There’s no reason you should care.”
“Cait?” Melanie said. “Could you take him back to hell, please?”
“Someday,” Caitlin said.
Everyone went quiet.
It wasn’t a natural lull in the conversation. I opened my eyes, and Meaningful Looks were flying around the room in every direction but mine.
“Somebody going to let me in on the big secret?” I asked.
“We’ve been waiting,” Caitlin said.
“For?”
“For you to get all-the-way awake, kiddo.” Corman glanced to one side, hesitant. “Not everything went according to plan.”
“Okay,” I said.
“This will be…a bit of a shock,” Bentley said.
I was liking this less by the second. “Rip the Band-Aid off already. I’m a big boy. I can take it.”
“Emma?” Corman called out. “It’s time.”
The motel-room door opened wide, letting in the sun’s glare and the desert heat. Jennifer came in first.
I walked in right behind her.
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Rakshasa, I thought, my guts twisting into a sudden knot of panic. Caitlin felt me twitch, or maybe she just knew me well enough to read my mind. She kept stroking my scalp, her other hand closing on my shoulder, gentle but firm.
“No, pet,” she whispered. “Hear her out.”
“Her” was apparently me, standing at Melanie’s side at the foot of my bed.
“I can’t tell you how sorry I am about this,” my doppelgänger said. “It was an accident.”
“I got some choice words for this situation,” Jennifer drawled, “but ‘accident’ ain’t one of ’em.”
“One of the assassins made it into your room,” Melanie said. “We stopped it—well, Corman stopped it and then Ada killed it for good—but it…it cut Mom’s throat. Her old body’s throat.”
“And Emma here decided to forget the whole concept of ‘consent,’” Jennifer said.
“I’m not going to keep apologizing,” Emma said with my voice. “You’re lucky you got one apology out of me. Besides, everyone in this room is either a demon or a career criminal. You don’t get to lecture me about consent.”
“This raises an obvious question,” I said.
Corman helped me out of bed and up onto shaky feet. Caitlin came over and put her arm around my hip, helping me stay upright. It was a losing battle. My muscles felt like watered-down Jell-O and I got winded halfway to the bathroom. Curiosity carried me the rest of the way.
I was wearing another man’s skin.
Not anybody I recognized. The man in the mirror was younger, somewhere in his mid-twenties, with a week of bristle on his face. High cheekbones, deep blue eyes, mussy black hair. Too thin, by far, leaning toward dangerously underweight.
“We had to get you a loaner body,” Jennifer said from behind me. “I had about five minutes to pick, with the Enemy trying to barge his way in. Figured you didn’t want to be a chick, seventy years old, or come back wearing a neck brace and a reconstructive halo, which left one and exactly one candidate for the job.”
“Who is he?” I asked.
“Accordin’ to the nurse, he came in with an inoperable brain tumor and went downhill fast. Been bedridden for a couple of months with no lights on upstairs. I know how you feel about possession. Wouldn’t have tried to tuck you into anything but an empty shell.”
“I need to lie down.”
Not because I was in shock, though I don’t think anyone could have blamed me if I was. My legs just weren’t working anymore and I was standing on pins and needles. Caitlin eased me out of the bathroom and back onto the mattress.
“It may not seem like it,” Emma said, “but this is actually a good thing.”
I was digging for something sarcastic to say, but Caitlin headed me off at the pass. “She’s right.”
“This body is…well, it’s kind of a wreck,” Emma said.
“Tell me something I don’t know,” I said.
“I’m not talking about your questionable lifestyle choices. You were shot and then drowned, Daniel. Did you really think you were going to hop back into your own skin and start doing cartwheels?”
“You seem to be wearing it all right.”
“Hello? I’m a hijacker. I’m piloting by pure will here. And you know my specialty: unlike most of my brethren, I only take bodies where the soul has already vacated the premises. That necessitates some skill at repair work.”
“You’ve seen me mend my own wounds,” Caitlin explained. “She can do the same for you.”
“Am doing it. It’s slow going, but once I’m finished you’ll be good as new. You’ll just have to be patient. It could take a month. Or two. Three at the absolute most.”
“And then we…what?” I asked. “Switch bodies? I think I’ve seen this movie.”
“No.” My stolen nose wrinkled in distaste. “First I find a body I want, because I’m picky about this sort of thing. Don’t worry, I have people working on it as we speak.”
I closed my eyes and drifted into a thoughtful silence.
Now I was wide-awake, and I could see all the angles. How far we’d come, how far we still had to go, and what needed to be done. And I could see exactly how, after all the madness, chaos, and death of the last year, the universe had finally decided to hand us a solid.
“There are no mistakes,” I said, “just happy accidents.”
“He’s quoting Bob Ross.” Melanie looked over at Jennifer. “Did you give him drugs again?”
I opened my eyes. “What’s Naavarasi’s greatest advantage?”
“We can’t see her coming,” Corman said.
Despite it all, I had to smile.
“And now that makes two of us,” I said. “She can’t read souls, not like a demon can. I’m just another human face in the crowd. And thanks to Emma here, ‘Daniel Faust’ can go—and be seen—anywhere we need him to be while I’m taking care of business.”
“You want to set a trap,” Jennifer said.
“Damn right. We’ve never had an edge like this. I’m not letting it slip away.” I studied my emaciated arm. “I need a rehab trainer. One who’ll kick my ass until I’m up and mobile again. Probably a dietitian, too, considering this body’s been sucking nutrients through an IV tube for the last two months.”
“On it,” Caitlin said.
“I’ll call my yoga instructor,” Emma said.
“I do not need a yoga instructor.”
“Only because you don’t understand the health benefits,” Emma told me. “Or how good it’ll make you feel.”
“Remind me to make a list of things you’re not allowed to do with my body.”
“Fair enough,” she said. “Of course, I already have a list of things I want to do with it, and there might be some overlap there.”
“Emma,” Caitlin said, “you will be respectful of Daniel’s body.”
“Thank you,” I said.
“After all, it belongs to me.”
“Not helpful,” I said.
*     *     *

The next day brought an unexpected guest. He rolled in from the east, parking at the edge of the motel lot in a bug-spattered Toyota hatchback. He had quiet words with Caitlin at the door while I took his measure: middle-manager type, spent too much money on his suit and not enough on his shoes, wearing a crystal-encrusted Rolex that I could make for a cheap knockoff from across the room. He had a case of the cokehead sniffles, but I didn’t think he’d gotten high for a while: he looked like he’d been driving all day and all night without making a pit stop.
“Daniel,” she said, “this is my sister’s Earth-side talent scout.”
He squinted at me with bloodshot eyes. “You don’t look anything like Piper described you.”
“Long story,” I told him.
He looked from me to the television set. “No DVD player. Figures. Hold on, my laptop’s in the car. Got a message for you.”
He headed back out, and Caitlin sat down on the edge of my bed.
“I’m hoping—expecting, really—that it’s news of Naavarasi being cast into exile by her own court.”
“You think that’s likely?” I asked.
“She turned your brother against you and arranged your murder, which you can confirm to any magistrate’s pleasure. That’s a direct act of war against my court. A team of rakshasa assassins attacking the prince makes it two. Naavarasi may not have been there herself, but they were her progeny. She’s gone from a glorified pet to a deadly liability, and Prince Malphas knows that. The least he’ll do is cut her loose. Best case, he’ll hand her over in chains.”
The talent scout came back with a battered laptop and used his sleeve to wipe dust from the screen as he powered it up. He took a seat at the table by the window, angling the screen so we could both see it.
“Sorry about the quality in advance,” he said. “Piper had to play this for me over her conduit, and I recorded it with a Steadicam.”
The clip looked like someone had submerged the laptop underwater. The colors were washed out, the sound muffled, and faint ripples swam over the screen. Still, there was no mistaking the ominous bulk of Prince Malphas filling most of the screen, hunching in his dirty ashen rags to fit into the camera’s eye while his three heads—a crow, a ram, and a buzzard—flashed furious eyes the color of freshly spilled blood.
No sign of Royce; the prince’s hound was missing. Instead, Naavarasi stood at his side. And she looked smug.
“We,” the ram head intoned, “unanimously reject the outrageous accusations—”
“Outrageous!” the crow head squawked.
“—against a valued daughter and noblewoman of our court. Is this not the sort of trickery Prince Sitri is known for? And where do these allegations come from? From the prince’s hound and from the so-called ‘knight’ Daniel Faust, a human criminal, both of whom have waged a vendetta against Baron Naavarasi.”
“This can’t be happening,” Caitlin murmured, staring stunned at the screen.
“Oh,” Piper’s scout said, rolling his eyes. “Wait for it.”
“They cannot be trusted—”
“Can’t be trusted,” the buzzard head croaked.
“And we demand,” the ram continued, “that they both turn themselves over to our court to face formal questioning and, if need be, justice. We have been kind, tolerating these rampant slanders.”
“No more!” cried the crow.
“Moreover, we bring news of treachery. These latest fabrications were spread by a third party, a traitor who has been working to discredit Baron Naavarasi from within our own palace, in exchange for bribes from Prince Sitri’s agents. Our own hound. The proof is incontrovertible. Royce has fled, but he will be found and punished.”
I looked at Caitlin. “I don’t suppose—”
“Absolutely a lie,” she said. “Royce is loyal to a fault. If it was possible to flip him, I would have done it ages ago.”
“Clearly we chose poorly,” the ram’s head went on, “a mistake we now rectify. It is our pleasure to present our new hound, our sheriff, enforcer, and left hand: Baron Naavarasi. In our name, fear her, and obey her.”
Naavarasi dipped into a graceful bow, her jade lips curled in a cruel, feline smile.
“It is my deepest honor to serve,” she said.
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Home again.
It felt like I’d left Vegas a lifetime ago. I suppose I had, in a way. I’d been to hell and back, clawed my way out of the pit, and won a new lease on life. And another chance to get things right.
What I didn’t have was time to celebrate. As promised, Caitlin brought in a personal trainer. Friendly enough guy, but after one session together I was convinced he’d be a great guest host for Stacy’s torture show in hell. I stuck to the regimen, I worked hard, and I got stronger. Not nearly strong enough, not yet, but at least I could get around on my own two borrowed feet. I spent most afternoons on the firing range behind Winslow’s garage. I was a pretty good shot, but that was with different eyes, different hands, different muscles.
I had to learn to fight all over again.
And through it all—while Piper called in favors and Caitlin mobilized her informants from one side of Dead City to the other, keeping in touch via conduit—we tried to figure out how we’d gotten blindsided. Prince Sitri had the kind of casus belli that a medieval tyrant would have drooled over: Malphas had handed him a justification for war that no other court would dream of denying. He’d sewn the seeds of his own destruction to protect Naavarasi.
If we were talking about flesh-and-blood humans, I’d guess Naavarasi had blackmailed him. But how do you blackmail a demon prince?
I spent more time on the range, thinking about it while I drilled shots into paper targets. In my mind’s eye, they all had the same face. The afternoon I finally landed a perfect Mozambique—two to the heart, one between the eyes—I decided it was time for a family meeting.
My nightclub was a dream deferred, still sitting on its lonely, chewed-up lot, waiting for a liquor license and the last of the construction work. I’d been a little busy with other things lately. The meeting room downstairs was fit for purpose, though, and unlike the Tiger’s Garden, anyone could get in. I took my seat at the head of the oval table, Caitlin on my left, and cracked open a bottle of water while I waited for everyone to arrive.
Nearly the whole crew came in person, with Pixie reporting in via webcam. Jennifer and Emma were the last to show up, sniping at each other all the way down the outside hallway.
“Just let me do the talking next time,” Jennifer told her as they filtered into the room.
“Problem?” I asked.
“Only that her Daniel Faust impression needs some work,” Jennifer said. “We just got together with the New Commission honchos and brought ’em on board for whatever needs doing next. Went fine, but even using your voice, she still sounds like an accountant.”
“I am an accountant,” Emma said.
“Can I just say,” Pixie said from the open laptop screen, “that this is really hard to get used to?”
“Imagine how I feel,” I told her.
“Imagine how I feel,” Melanie said from the other side of the table. “That’s my mom.”
I took a swig of ice-cold water and set the bottle down.
“We’re not getting much help from our friends on the other side,” I said. “Prince Malphas has either lost his mind or been compromised somehow, and he’s willing to go to war to protect Naavarasi. Doesn’t mean she’s untouchable, just means it’s up to us.”
Corman frowned. He looked over at Caitlin. “What does your boss say?”
“While he wouldn’t mind crushing Malphas under his heel, a war—no matter how justified—would be costly and painful. He’d prefer to see us deploy a more tactical solution.”
Corman grunted out a laugh. “He wants us to do the dirty work and take her out for him.”
“To be fair,” she replied, “it’s what we want, too.”
“It might seem like Naavarasi has the advantage,” I said. “But I want you to think about this: she intended to murder Prince Sitri and start a civil war. Instead, she lost a pack of assassins, lost her copy of the Oculus Infernum, and lost a Cutting Knife, which I’m told is now sitting safely in one of Prince Sitri’s deepest, darkest vaults until we can bring it where it belongs. She failed, big time. What we’re seeing right now is some kind of last-ditch backup plan.”
“Can we be sure?” Bentley asked. “Pretending to lose in order to win is one of her favorite tactics.”
“I’m as confident as I can reasonably be. We know Naavarasi’s end goal: she wants to tear hell apart, and she wouldn’t mind taking our world down with it. If her plan had worked, she would have gotten all that and more. Problem is, now she’s cornered.”
“Nothing bites like a cornered rat,” Jennifer said, leaning back in her chair.
“Exactly. And we still don’t know how many of her ‘sons’ are running around, where they are, what they’re capable of, or what kind of resources they’ve got access to. We only know that they’re zealots for the cause, and if she tells them to go scorched-earth…well, we need to make sure that doesn’t happen.”
“So what’s the plan?” Melanie asked.
I held up four fingers.
“First, we bait a trap. Emma, you’re the star of this show.”
“Well,” she said, “of course.”
“Bentley and Corman, I want you to work with her. You know how I talk, how I move. I need you to coach her until you’d mistake her for the real thing.”
“I…have taught acting classes once or twice,” Bentley said, warming to the idea.
“I’m still working out the details, but I might need you to build or source some special equipment.”
Corman tilted his head. “What’s the scam, kiddo?”
“A little bit of razzle-dazzle. Naavarasi thinks she’s the mistress of illusion. I want to show her how we do it in Vegas.” I ticked off a second finger. “Cait, you’re the only person who can do this job—”
“Royce,” she said.
“You read my mind.”
“Either this is some sort of gambit and he’s playing along,” Caitlin said, “or he’s running scared after being falsely accused of treason, stripped of his title, and humiliated before his entire court. I’ll find him, and then I’ll ferret out the truth. Either way, he’ll be our best source of insight into what, exactly, is happening in Malphas’s inner circle.”
“You said before that you couldn’t flip him. Think he’s still loyal?”
“If this is all Naavarasi’s doing?” She flashed an eager smile. “Not a chance. Normally I have to seduce people into committing acts of rebellion. He’s already primed for it.”
Third finger. “Jennifer and Pixie, this one’s all yours. We know that Naavarasi’s been keeping her shock troops here on Earth, then using the Oculus to move their souls in and out of hell.”
“Little outside my wheelhouse,” Pixie said. “Hi, I do computers, remember?”
“And you do phones, and electronics, and all kinds of useful things besides. Naavarasi’s restaurant is in Denver. That’s where she was calling home when I first met her, so it’s a good bet her lair isn’t far away. According to Gilles de Rais, she worked out a method for putting her assassins in a medical coma, in order to split their souls from their bodies. And she’s been doing it a lot lately.”
Pixie snapped her fingers. “Which means hospital equipment. Drugs. Big purchases with paper trails.”
“And I don’t think she’s ever been to medical school,” I said. “Look into abductions of anyone with the skills she’d need.”
“Sounds like a road trip,” Jennifer said. “What if we find the nest?”
“Observe and report from a safe distance. We might only get one chance to take it out.”
“I’m thinking explosives,” she said.
“I’m thinking about a tactical nuke,” I said, “but I don’t think we can get our hands on one. This leaves the last job for me.”
“And me,” Melanie said.
“Naavarasi has two big advantages left: we can’t detect a shape-changed rakshasa, and now—except for the pocket watch—she’s got all of the Canton relics. Whoever the Paladin is, she’s going to need those, and soon. There’s one person, besides Naavarasi herself, who can help us with both of those problems. He just won’t want to.”
Corman’s eyes darkened. “You ready for that, son?”
“Teddy shot me. Much as I’d like to return the favor, he’s more useful alive. For now. Once I wring him dry, all bets are off.”
I pushed my chair back.
“And just like I felt when he turned on me, he’ll never see it coming.”
*     *     *

My brother did more than shoot me. He broke my heart, just before he put a bullet through it. I thought about that as I drifted through Henderson, down a quiet suburban street dotted with palm trees. I was an invisible man, dressed in a stolen skin and sitting behind the wheel of a rental coupe, shades over my new blue eyes.
And there was the house. Two-level ranch, bone-white stucco, modern Nevada with a taste of south-of-the-border style. A silver Ford pickup and a cherry-red Porsche Cayenne sat out in the driveway, baking in the desert heat.
Teddy was home.
I forced myself to roll on by. I thought about the night he’d had me over for burgers. Introduced me to his wife, his daughter, gave me a taste of the family I’d lost so many years ago. I had to hand it to him, speaking as a con man myself: he’d baited the hook and set me up like a master of the game.
He was Naavarasi’s pet. Her plaything. And when she set me up to die, he wanted to pull the trigger himself.
I took a few deep breaths. Then I got back on the highway. I had work to do, but I’d be back. Soon.
Bentley had taken me aside after the family meeting. He wanted to remind me of an old saying: Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.
I’d already died and come back again, though.
And my shovel was good and ready.
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I'm in a much better place now and just like Daniel, I feel like I'm back from the dead. (Unlike Daniel, my brothers are really cool dudes who would never shoot me. I think.) I'm sorry to have kept you waiting so long, but I hope the journey was worth it and that you enjoyed this new adventure! I promise, you won't be waiting nearly as long for the next one: Dan's got business to attend to, after all.
As always, a book is a team effort. I'd like to thank my editor Kira Rubenthaler, my cover designer James T. Egan, and of course the voice of Faust, audiobook narrator Adam Verner. I would also like to thank the hard-working staff at Channel Two Television. As their slogan says, "Channel Two: We're the Best, Because Channel Three Sucks."
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