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“I hate this.”

“Shut up and pack.”

Faith didn’t like the snarl in my voice, but she didn’t argue. Truth be told, the snarl wasn’t directed at her, but at the situation around us, and we’d been together long enough that she understood. I apologized anyway.

“Sorry, love,” I said, brushing my hand against hers so our taaqats mingled, balancing.

“For once, it’s not even our war,” Faith added, though I could tell she was somewhat mollified by my apology.

It was true. We’d survived the Schism with our apartment in New York intact. The fighting that sundered the United States into squabbling nations had never touched the City.

Was that the influence of a pair of semi-retired Immortals? Maybe. Neither of us was above wielding our powers to prevent the deaths of the humans around us, and if it had the side benefit of preserving our comfort? Two birds, one stone, right?

But this was different. 

The grumblings had been building for months, if not years. The New England Collective was collapsing on itself, unable to bear the pressures of creating a humanist utopia while maintaining ties to traditional capitalism. With the withdrawal of General Electric, the largest single employer in the nation, to more business-friendly climes? The grumblings grew to a roar.

Here in the Empire of New York, we looked on with concern, but it wasn’t our problem. The banks and other financial institutions that provided the lifeblood of our little nation were cheering for reform—but quietly. The three dozen that Faith or I sat on the boards of, at least, had consistently urged restraint and tolerance, and given our ownership stakes, we were listened to.

Even now, the Empire was officially at peace. 

That didn’t change the fighting going on in the streets around us as elements from our southern neighbor, the United States, tried to pass through to support the rebellious factions to the north. The Collective, though it might be borderline incompetent as a practical nation-state, didn’t lack in military resolve. The Schism was barely a generation past, and many of the teenagers and twentysomethings who successfully snapped the grip of the United States were running the military. They knew if they could stop the rebels from gaining reinforcements from the south, they could hold their jobs.

And their heads.

I looked around the penthouse. It was painfully bare. Well, no, not bare. Not empty. Most of the furniture was still here, and appliances, but everything that made a space a home? Gone. Ninety-two years of accumulation, plus the various trinkets and gotta-have-its from the previous ten centuries, packed up and shipped away. 

I felt a hand on my shoulder, followed by a gentle voice.

“It’s only things, love.” 

I rested my hand on hers. “Avy, you have a literal palace filled with items from the dawn of humanity, and you’re lecturing me about things?”

Our other lover laughed and came around to face me. “When you put it that way, I suppose not.”

A nagging question bubbled up. “Did you take care of the talisman?”

Avareth was instantly serious. “I did. It’s—”

I shook my head. “Don’t tell us, don’t think it, nothing! What I don’t know, I can’t tell, and I want that dammed thing forgotten for the rest of time.”

Surprised by my vehemence, Avy acquiesced and unearthed a smile. “That reminds me. I found room for your treasures.”

“I should hope so!” Faith mixed humor and indignation as she entered the room, suitcase in hand, messenger bag over one shoulder. “Hi, Avareth.” She bent enough to kiss Avy, then took my hand. “Ready?”

“Honestly? No.” 

Faith smiled at my reaction. “I’ve warded the building as best I can.”

“And I have two of Czaibrir’s most trusted warriors on guard. Your building, and the people who refused to move out, will be as safe as they can make it.” Avareth frowned, her lilac eyes darkening. “Why aren’t you just jumping out of here? Why go through all this human role-play?”

“Because our friends might be freaked out if we pop out of existence in one place and appear in another,” I said, hefting another bag. “Sierra and Alex moved to the West Coast a decade ago, and Chelsea’s, well, I don’t know where she is. Somewhere on the road, but which road is a good question. Dakota and McKenna, though. They refused to leave as long as we were here, and I’m not going to see them die. Not on my watch.”

A look of subtle sadness stole over Avy’s face. “They’re mortal, Kal.”

“Yeah, I know, and they’re not young, either, but that doesn’t mean I won’t move Heaven and Hell to give them all the minutes they deserve.”

Faith pressed her shoulder to mine. She’d known of Dakota for as long as I had, going on forty years, and had become good friends as well. Avy, since she spent most of her time running Hell as Lilith’s Chief of Staff, hadn’t spent as much time Earthside and didn’t quite get our connection. Oh, she felt it, through the bond we all shared from a millennium of togetherness, but she’d never gotten it.

She also knew better than to question it.

“The truck you ordered is downstairs. I’ll take care of the Jag personally.”

I rolled my eyes at her. My silver 1952 Jaguar convertible was one of my favorite possessions. I’d owned it since it came off the boat from the UK and had babied it. I wouldn’t say losing it would be like losing a piece of myself, but it was a close thing. “It’s only taken you a century to get your hands on it. Do you even know how to drive?”

Our lilac-haired love laughed. “How hard can it be? Humans do it every day.”

Faith’s eyes widened in horror. “Avareth ca’Thalinn! You wouldn’t!”

“Faith—are you still going by Burroughs?” Faith nodded. Avy was born a demon, and so had a full demonic name. Faith and I, being the last Thirteens, had only our first names. Living in the human realm most of the time required us to have surnames to blend in, so Faith picked up her current one in the 20s. 1920s, that is. Mine was newer, dating only to the 40s.

“Faith Burroughs, of course I would.” She cupped Faith’s face and kissed her. I knew those kisses, slow and lingering while over far too soon. When she separated, she looked at me. “Don’t worry. I won’t scratch your baby. I’ve known how to drive for decades. Who do you think taught Karl Benz? But I couldn’t resist teasing you just a little.”

With the important things settled, I took a final look around. “I love this view,” I whispered.

“Avy will take care of it. It will be here when we return.” Faith rested her head against my shoulder, and I pulled strength from her touch.

“I know.” I straightened, summoning my resolve. “Come on. We’ve got to get to Brooklyn.”
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Driving a heavily modified, bright red Jeep Conqueror through the streets of Manhattan was surreal. Despite the constant low-level guerrilla fighting between factions, on the surface everything seemed to be normal. It was one of the traits which attracted us to New York over a century earlier, when we first took residence in the suburbs. 

New Yorkers had a sense of certainty about them which was refreshing, compared to other humans. They were just as prone to their faults and foibles as any of the other ten billion people on the planet, but they didn’t display it. At any moment, they knew what they were doing, where they were going, and by damn they weren’t going to let anyone interfere. Traffic? Rats? Crime? War? Nothing fazed a New Yorker. 

The Conqueror was a giant, compared to my beloved Jag, and that was before the modifications I’d had done. We’d had it modified as the war news heated up. Little things, like mounting an additional set of the most advanced batteries. A second fuel tank for the engine which did nothing but recharge the batteries. Discreet carbon fiber armor over every vulnerable spot, especially the undercarriage. Military-grade run-flat tires. Bulletproof glass, which was transparent aluminum rated up to twenty thousand joules, enough to stop a fifty caliber.

Then there was the power. Oh, yes, the power. She mounted six wheels on three axles, one in front and two in back, all with their own 276kW electric motor. It was a New Yorker’s kind of car. Once it got moving, nothing was stopping it. Despite the abundance of power, all this extra weight meant the handling was nothing like my Jag, and I growled every time I had to accelerate or stop.

“Sweetheart, you’re going to have a stroke if you don’t calm down.” 

“I’m immortal,” I grunted as I wrestled the beast around a corner, mashing my foot against the accelerator to beat a taxi, earning me a blat from the cabbie’s horn and a single-digit salute as he returned the favor and sped past. “I can’t have a stroke.”

“Then you’ll give a human a stroke. Or a heart attack.”

“Then they should’ve stayed off the road,” I growled.

“Kalili. Slow down.” 

That was cheap. She was using The Voice, the one she only pulled out when I was being particularly stupid or obstinate. But it had its desired effect, and I relaxed enough to take a deep breath. The traffic around me caught up as I eased off.

“Sorry, love.” I took another breath. “I’ve just got a feeling that this could all go south, fast. Remember Dunkirk?”

She winced. Dunkirk was an absolute clusterfuck, and we’d been stuck in the middle of it, playing the role of volunteer nurses while trying to miracle away as many threats to the humans around us as possible. We didn’t often involve ourselves directly in the affairs of humans, not on a macro scale, but that was an exception. Without us, and the other Immortals we recruited, it would have been infinitely worse.

“You think it’s going to get that bad here?”

I shrugged without allowing the car to waver from our course. “I don’t know. We’ve never figured out how to see the future, though those damn scrolls say we can.”

“It would be useful,” she agreed. “But no, we haven’t. Then why?”

“A feeling. That’s as much as I can say. Maybe you can track it down?” I invited her into my mind.

After nearly 1100 years bonded, we were as comfortable in the other’s mind as our own. What we’d learned, fairly early into our bonding, was it was less disruptive to our selves to stay on the fringes of the other’s consciousness. We’d experimented, a little overzealously, at how merged we could be. It turned out, it was quite a lot, and withdrawing from that conscious union was agonizing. It was vastly different from the merger we shared when we took on our full inheritance as Thirteens and became a god.

I felt Faith’s presence now, poking around, feeling for the vague unsettledness I’d described. After a moment, she withdrew to her usual place.

“I see what you mean,” she said. “Drive faster.”

I gleefully mashed my foot to the floor.

The Brooklyn Bridge was the only good choice to get over the river. The Manhattan Bridge, which I would have preferred, had been dropped two weeks earlier by—well, nobody knew. Neither the US nor the Collective took responsibility, and the Empire was claiming catastrophic material failure. That didn’t explain the source of the explosions surviving witnesses reported, but it was accurate enough.

The Tunnel? I did not trust the Tunnel.

We made our way across and down into the borough. Much like Manhattan, Brooklynites were going about their business, but they were less impacted by the war tensions than the island. The major arteries that connected the US to the Collective went through Manhattan, and points north. Yes, there were bypass routes that went through Brooklyn and Queens, but they were bypasses, not direct. Should the fighting ever heat up to the point they were vital, the war would be far too hot for our liking. 

I aimed to be long gone well before then.

I pulled up in front of Dakota’s bar, the Vault & Vixen. She had bought the joint shortly after one of our little adventures went sideways in a spectacular manner. When McKenna returned to town a few months later, they’d picked up where they left off. Three-plus decades later, they were still there. Dakota planned the occasional job, and McKenna’s safecracking was as in demand as ever, but the bar was their home; to be precise, the apartment that took up the entire floor above the bar. It was a testament to their relationship, and an oasis in the desert of Brooklyn, but it wasn’t a place for them to stay.

Not now.

It had taken many arguments before I convinced McKenna they needed to cut and run. Once I’d done that, we’d tag-teamed Dakota until she gave in, gracelessly.

I tapped the horn to let them know we’d arrived.

McKenna came out first with a single duffel. Her short blonde hair was cut the same as ever, but if I looked closely I could see the white intermingled with the blonde strands. Her body was still toned, and if she wasn’t quite as nimble as she’d been, time had been kind to her. She jerked open the back and tossed the bag on our cases.

“Hey. Dakota’s coming, she’s just locking up.” McKenna returned to the door and went inside.

“Faith?”

“On it.”

Neither of us were magik users, not the way Lilith was, or a human could be. That didn’t mean we hadn’t picked up some tricks along the way. Faith was more skilled than I, so she climbed out of the car to do her thing.

We’d decided on two-fold protection for their place. First was a simple warding spell, to turn back the worst depredations of war. The second, more complex spell would render the building unnoticeable to anyone who wasn’t supposed to find it. It was up to us to determine who that included, and we’d narrowed it down to the four of us. 

Yes, we. Dakota and McKenna didn’t know we were Immortals, but several years earlier we’d admitted we were more than we appeared. After all, we could hardly claim to be the twenty-somethings we’d been presenting as, not with the length of our friendships. We’d settled on calling ourselves wiccan, being a good catch-all term for beliefs most people didn’t want to examine too closely, and often joked about making deals for eternal youth.

Dakota had given me a look that suggested our admission had created more questions than it answered. I’d returned her gaze with as much bland innocence as I could manage, which is to say not much. After a muttered, “I wonder how much Mort got right,” she’d dropped the issue and never mentioned it again. I suspected she’d done some digging, or perhaps had Sierra do it, but how she treated us didn’t change. That was all I cared about.

Faith disappeared around the corner of the building, moving clockwise, something about walking the circle closed. I didn’t know the details. I let my thoughts drift to the best routes out of the City before being yanked back by the sound of bickering.

“...don’t care! She’s never steered us wrong.” A most unladylike snort was the reply before McKenna continued. “I trust her. So do you. And we agreed, so suck it up.”

A plaintive yowl interrupted the nascent argument. I turned in time to see Dakota lifting a cat carrier to her eyes, then saying, “See? Bandit disagrees, too.”

McKenna opened the back, dropped in another duffel, then pivoted. “Bandit would disagree if we gave her sushi-grade tuna for dinner every night.”

Dakota’s lips quirked in a grin before she forced them back to present the stern look she wanted. I decided it was time to intervene.

“Hey, Dakota.” I climbed from my seat and around the car to where she stood. “Hi Bandit.” I waggled a finger through the bars. “Ow!” I stuck my clawed finger in my mouth. Dakota laughed.

“Serves you right, dragging us from our home for a big fat nothingburger. Hi, Kal.” She set the cat down and gave me a quick hug.

Being in a near-constant state of semi-retirement from crime had done wonders for Dakota, too. Running a bar wasn’t an easy job in any century; we’d done it ourselves, running the Green Dragon Tavern back during the 1700s. We’d done it of necessity. Avy told us it was a focal point of dissent, and wanted to encourage the Sons of Liberty. It was enough to convince us to steer clear ever since. Revolutionaries could drink, but they were crap at paying bar tabs. No thank you.

Dakota started bartending from necessity that had long morphed into satisfaction and contentment. She was part of the fabric of her community, loved by her neighbors and companions, and it suited her well. She wasn’t as athletic as her wife, and her long brown hair, tucked back into her usual ponytail, was liberally streaked with white. But the fire I’d always known her to possess was still bright in her eyes, and her voice as firm as ever.

“Hi, Dakota,” I said, returning the hug. I held her at arm’s length. “If you’re right, and this is a waste of time? Not only will I cook you a gourmet meal, I’ll personally cover all your lost business.”

She burst out laughing, the reaction I’d aimed for. “You? Cook?”

“Well, by cook, I mean order in the best chef I can hire and have them do it,” I admitted. Seven thousand-plus years hadn’t granted me any supernatural abilities to prepare food.

“That, I believe. You’re on.” The cat carrier was positioned on the floor between the two rear seats. “We’re almost set.”

I quirked an eyebrow. “Oh?” But she was already heading back into the building.

“Kal, level with me.” McKenna’s tone was more serious than usual, so I bit back my usual jibe.

“Of course.”

“This isn’t a waste of time, right? You wouldn’t make us leave our home if we weren’t in danger?”

I might lie to just about anyone—six thousand years believing I was a demon would do that to a person—but not Faith, not Avareth, and not my friends.

“No. Shit’s about to get real, McKenna, and anyone who doesn’t get while the getting is good is a fool.” I fixed her with my most convincing look. “I’m no fool, and neither are you or Dakota.”

She nodded. “Good enough for me.” 

We waited a moment, the usual street sounds of Brooklyn accentuated by the protests of Bandit, until Dakota re-emerged. She set down a box, locked the door, punched in a security code, then hefted the box again and made for the car. I could hear muffled clanks.

“Liquor? Really, Dakota?”

“Really, Kal. Full bottles of Zacapa XO, Beluga Gold Line, Booker’s 60th Anniversary, Clase Azul Reposado, as well as two Macallan Sherry Oaks and three of McKenna’s Johnny Blue. And for you wine snobs, I brought the Penfolds Grange and the Domaine de la Romanee-Conti Montrachet Grand Cru. Now, I can put them back...?” She stopped about five feet from the car and waited. I could see now it was a wooden crate, not a box, which made sense considering there was probably fifty thousand dollars’ worth of liquor in it.

“No way!” McKenna and I reacted as one. “We have more room,” I suggested, helpfully, and Dakota laughed.

“Nothing like this, Kal.” McKenna opened the back for her wife, moving the duffels to make space on the floor, and Dakota carefully set the crate in place. The duffels went on top, concealing it from view.

“We’re ready. Is Faith...?”

“I’m here,” Faith said, coming around the last corner. “Give me a moment.”

Dakota and McKenna climbed in the back, the volume of protests increasing from Bandit.

“You can let her out once we’re all in,” I said. “If she won’t piss on my foot in irritation.”

“No promises,” laughed McKenna.

I settled in and closed my door, watching Faith. She made a gesture I recognized but couldn’t identify, nodded once in satisfaction, then headed for the car.

As she opened the door, her thought came to me. All set, love. Nobody less than an archdemon’s getting in there. Aloud, she said, “I’ve done what I can. Aww, Bandit sounds upset.”

“She doesn’t like her crate. She associates it with the v-e-t,” McKenna said.

“Everyone ready?” My anxiety about being in the city had jumped a dozen notches, and I didn’t know why.

Faith picked up on it and answered for everyone. “Let’s go.”

I pulled out into the street, heading back to Manhattan, then south.

I just hoped we were ahead of whatever I felt was coming.
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I headed right for Canal when I got off the bridge. Hitting a tunnel was a risk, but the Holland Tunnel was the shortest route off the island. Going uptown to the George Washington would take at least an hour, and I didn’t think the marginal safety a bridge gave was worth the extra time. Too many things could go wrong on the streets of Manhattan.

Why would I take the Holland and not the Brooklyn tunnel? Because the time for the bridge or tunnel was about the same, heading to Brooklyn. The same wasn’t true heading out of Manhattan. I’d trade risk for time; if it all went to shit, Faith and I could miracle our way out of the worst trouble, but we couldn’t bend time.

At least, we’d never figured out how, and Ariel didn’t know. 

Dakota broke my concentration as I was navigating the surface roads. “Kalili, where are we going?”

“Denver.” I dropped the name casually, hoping nobody would argue.

I was disappointed.

“Denver? Seriously?”

“Yes, Dakota, Denver.”

“Why the fuck are we going to Denver? I get it, there’s a war brewing, you convinced me of that,” she said, voice rising, “but I thought it was something local, the Collective having its head up its ass. Denver’s way the hell and gone from Brooklyn!”

“Because there’s an opportunity out there, and I need to check it out.” I was being cryptic, and hated it, but until we were out of the war zone, the less they knew the better. “Shit!”

It seemed the war zone came to us. Ahead was a rolling blockade, with massive signs blinking the message that drew my curse. 

“All Westbound Traffic—No Access To Holland Tunnel—United States Border Closed—No Entry”

“Dammit. Faith?”

She was already on her tablet, searching for alternatives.

“It’s all over the news,” she said. “Two hours ago. The United States officially shut down the border with the Empire to prevent infiltration from the Collective. We’re not at war with them, diplomatic relations are still good, blah, blah, blah.” She looked over at me. “We’re not getting through the US.”

I was refiguring the route. If the US border was closed, we had to head north, which I didn’t want to do. The Canucks were having issues of their own. Still, it was the only choice left.

“Uptown it is.” I took the next right, aiming for the FDR and muttering darkly about the fools who designed New York streets. “Hon, I’ll need you to guide me around the traffic.”

That drew hearty laughs from the back seat and an acerbic, “Get off the island,” from Faith.

“Yeah, yeah. Fine. Whatever.” I dodged past an old sedan with an out-of-country plate. “Damn tourist.”

“We’re on 14th?”

I looked at the sign at the cross street. “Yes. Just crossed 8th Ave.” I leaned on the horn and swerved around another idiot who decided to double-park.

“Okay, get in the left lane, turn onto 6th Ave, we can run that up to 34th St. At least, we can now. If it changes, I’ll let you know.”

The less said about the next forty minutes, the better. Eventually, despite the vagaries of traffic, we were across the RFK and negotiating the snarl that was the I-278 and I-87 confluence.

“Tell me again how this is better than fighting off looters? At least then I’d be in my home,” Dakota groused as we sat. Again.

All around us, military vehicles flashed lights and blared horns, bulling their way through the stalled traffic.

“I can’t. Hold on.” I edged as close to the side as I could. “Faith, how far up are we?”

“From what?”

“The surface road.”

“Oh, Kal, that’s not—”

I saw a gap in the fencing and headed for it, earning blats from horns and envious stares from drivers who didn’t have as capable a vehicle. The Conqueror flattened the remaining fence, and we bumped down the incline. I yanked the wheel hard to the left, lining up with the street, and gunned it.

“Shit!” We were headed the wrong way into one-way traffic. I swerved onto the sidewalk, then cranked the wheel around, still barreling ahead, this time with the traffic. Any cop who saw me decided I was too insane to arrest, and soon we were far enough from the highway that I started to relax. A few more horns sounded, but we were down and moving.

“Where are we?”

“Hell,” McKenna offered.

“Been there. It’s nicer than this,” Faith answered absently, tapping at the tablet. “I think we’re on East 139th. Tell me the next cross street.”

“Cypress,” I said as the sign whizzed past, weaving through the traffic. “Learn to drive!” I shouted.

“Third cross, turn right. That’s Willis, and it’ll take us to 3rd Ave, then we can get 149th St. Do we want 87 or one of the Parkways?” 

“How do you stay so calm?” marveled Dakota.

“I’ve flown with her,” Faith said. “This is nothing.”

I knew the incident she referred to but bit my tongue since it was a hundred years earlier. “Any difference in the traffic?”

“No, but the Parkways are prettier.”

I let her guide me through the surface roads, out of the Bronx on the Saw Mill Parkway. She was right; she usually was. It was much prettier.
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“FRIENDLY,” REMARKED Dakota.

“Typical,” added McKenna.

“Are you sure about this?” asked Faith.

“Do you have a better idea? Canada’s that way.” I waved westish.

“Or we could keep heading north.”

We’d stayed on the Saw Mill to 684, then onto 84 dangerously close to the border. How close? I thought I could hear artillery impacts. From there we’d headed west again, putting miles between us and the fighting, heading over the Hudson at Newburgh before getting onto 87, much farther north than I’d intended.

We’d seen several of these signs along the way, but it hadn’t been bad yet. Then again, it wasn’t this stretch of the Thruway which had the reputation.

“North brings us to Montreal, then we head southwest, and it’s about an extra ten hours. If we head west on the Thruway, we cut out all of that. How good is your Quebecois?” I finished.

Quebec had broken away from the Canadian Confederacy in the Forties; I didn’t remember the precise date. We had better things to worry about than the slow-motion acceptance of the truth north of the border. One of the first things the new government did was to make the use of any language other than Canadian French—Quebecois—illegal. How illegal? If you couldn’t pass a literacy test at the border, you weren’t allowed in.

Faith and I knew almost every language humans spoke, including Quebecois, but we refused to use it. We spoke French fluently, and slipped into it at times because of its beauty. But Quebecois? 

No. Just no.

“I speak two languages: American and bad English,” Dakota joked. 

“Then north is out. Ontario is much more relaxed. Besides, have you ever seen the Falls?” McKenna and Dakota shared a look. “What?”

“We did a job there. When was it?”

“December of ’32,” McKenna said immediately. “The Seneca Casino.”

I almost pivoted in my seat, remembering at the last instant I was driving. “That was you? And you didn’t tell me?” That casino job netted someone eighteen million bucks. Now I knew who it was, and why... “That’s when you redid the apartment!”

Dakota grinned, pleased. “I can’t believe you didn’t figure it out in twenty years. Yeah, we wanted you, but you were busy. At least, every time I messaged, that’s what you said.”

I tried to think back. What was I doing that would have kept me away from a caper? They were the highlights of my year, any year.

The assassination of King William, Faith reminded me.

Right. That mess.

“Yeah, okay. You got me, I was busy.” I couldn’t tell them what we were busy with, but that wasn’t anything new. “Still, I’ll bet you didn’t visit the Falls, did you?”

Another look. “No,” Dakota admitted. “We didn’t have much time, you know?”

“Fine. Well, we’ll spend a day there, on the Canadian side. Don’t want anyone with long memories picking you up. What’s the statute for grand larceny?”

“Five years.” Dakota’s answer was instantaneous. “For all of the potential charges, and since it was before the Empire was founded, we’re clear. New York State doesn’t exist any longer. But we weren’t caught, obviously. We brought Sierra in on it.”

We made our way along the road, heading west at Albany, while Dakota and McKenna entertained us with their stories. Traffic was light, and we made good time. In a few hours we were blasting through Buffalo, approaching Niagara. Faith had secured accommodations on the Canadian side, and I was ready for a break. Driving the Conqueror wasn’t terrible, but it wasn’t my Jag.

“Border crossing ahead,” Faith said as I wrestled through the traffic. The change in plans had thrown off my timing, which meant we were in the city just in time for rush hour. Traffic wasn’t unbearable, and most of it was heading out, not in, but there were still idiot humans on the road. 

Watch out!

I swerved in time to miss the fool striding into the road in the middle of the block without a single screech of the tires.

“Thanks,” I said to Faith. “I’m gonna hit the Q-L bridge instead of this. I’ve run out of patience to deal with more idiots.”

“You had some? Not since I’ve known you, Kal,” Dakota’s tone didn’t hide her amusement.

“Funny.” I let the easy banter roll over me as I backtracked and headed north. It was only a couple of miles, but the Queensland-Lewiston border crossing was more efficient than the touristy one in the city. It was busier but made up for the increased volume with additional lanes. 

I pulled up to the exit point, expecting to speed through.

“Passports.” The Empire’s border officer sounded bored, as well he should be. When the Empire won its independence, they’d added exit checks to the borders, a step I thought wholly unnecessary. But then, I hated bureaucracy on general principles, going back to my days as one of Hell’s good little demons, so maybe I was biased.

I handed over the passports, and he started scanning them. I knew something was wrong when he hesitated.

Shit. There’s a problem.

What? Faith asked.

Don’t know.

“Pull over to the side, please.” He gestured which way I should go. 

“Is there a problem?”

“Please pull to the side.” He side-stepped my question, and I got a sinking feeling.

“Passports?”

“They’ll be returned to you after a few more questions.” I could tell he was done with patience. “Pull over.”

There wasn’t anything to gain, so I said, “Thank you,” and did what he said.

“What’s going on?” McKenna asked as I parked, maybe twenty yards away from the control booths.

“I don’t know. Some questions? You two haven’t done anything I need to know about, do you?”

Both Dakota and McKenna’s answers were emphatic no’s, with Dakota adding, “I haven’t pulled a job in at least a half-dozen years, not counting the one a few months back we did for you.”

Right. And we’d gotten away clean, so that wasn’t it. We sat and stewed for a good twenty minutes before another pair of customs agents approached. I lowered the window.

“Hello, Officer Anderson,” I said, as politely as I could, taking the name from her badge.

“Please turn off the vehicle.”

Her tone told me I’d better not argue, so I pressed the button that disengaged the drives.

She handed back the passports, saying, “License, insurance, registration.”

I found my license while Faith dug for the other documents. I asked, “Is there an issue with the car?”

“Registration and insurance.”

Faith handed them across. “Here you go.”

The other agent was behind the car, hand resting on the butt of a pistol, as if they expected me to try to back out of the spot and flee. Not likely, not with my friends with me, but it ratcheted up my nerves another notch.

Anderson handed back my papers. “Dakota Chase. Identify yourself.”

“Me.”

“Please step out of the vehicle.”

Now I really didn’t like this. “Officer, she’s my friend and hasn’t done anything!”

Dakota replied before Anderson could. “It’s fine, Kal. My mom always taught me not to try to change the weather.” She opened the door and stepped out, moving slowly and raising her hands.

The other agent grabbed her and spun her against the side of the car with a thud, pulling her arms back and slapping cuffs on her. Anderson came around and announced, “Dakota Chase, you are under arrest.” She continued with the legal warnings, but I didn’t hear them. Dakota? Arrested?

The nameless agent dragged an unresisting Dakota away, a bruise already forming on one cheek, and I couldn’t hold my tongue any longer.

“Officer Anderson. Officer Anderson!” She turned, halfway back to their office. “What’s the charge?”

“Who are you?”

“Her friend.” I wasn’t stupid. Not always.

“Parole violation. Attempting to leave the country without permission.” Anderson resumed walking, adding, “You’ll want a good lawyer,” over her shoulder.

Parole violation?
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Parole violation.

While I calmed enough so I wasn’t about to tear limbs from agents, Faith dug into her bag of tricks and followed the threads. Every half-century or so, she’d find a law school, go through the rigamarole of classes, and pass the Bar or its equivalent in whatever place we called home on Earth. Most recently, she’d attended Fordham’s, having already done NYU and Columbia, in the Thirties.

“When the Empire took over, they also took over the penal system,” she explained when we were safely away from the border, holed up in a hotel a few minutes away. 

“Right, I remember that,” McKenna said, giving Bandit an idle scratch. “Different name on the door, but nothing much changed.”

“Pretty much,” Faith agreed. 

“But what’s this bullshit about a parole violation? Dakota’s been off parole for over twenty years!”

“See, that’s where I think it went wrong. In theory, all the penalties and sentences in place remained the same from one administration to the other. But you remember the border issues?”

I thought back. Borders didn’t particularly concern us, since we could use Hell’s portals to appear anywhere on Earth any time we wanted if we didn’t jump there directly. “No.”

“It’s the reason for the exit checkpoints. The Empire agreed, in treaties, to prevent any convicted felons from leaving the country. They called it being a good neighbor, but it was more of a bribe to allow their independence to stick. What it meant was the restriction on leaving the state most felons had as part of their parole or release was made permanent.”

“That’s fucking stupid!” I exclaimed, followed by McKenna’s groan.

“We’ve been such homebodies we never ran into it,” she said, and Faith agreed.

“You two have focused on that bar, yes. When Dakota tried to leave, it flagged her last conviction, and boom.”

“But what about McKenna?” I turned to her, questioning. “You’ve done time.”

McKenna nodded, but Faith answered first. “You never served time for a felony.”

McKenna’s eyes widened, and I realized Faith’s mistake at the same time she did. When we got involved with humans for any significant length of time, we learned all we could about them, quietly. Knowing which team our friends batted for didn’t change how we saw them, but it clued us into their likely acquaintances and paths. 

McKenna’s gaze turned inquisitive. “No, I always pled down to misdemeanors. How did you...?”

Faith rallied. “Because they didn’t flag you. Misdemeanors don’t carry the same penalty, so it was only logical.”

Nice save.

You love me for my mind.

“So, what now?” I asked. “I don’t feel like trying to break Dakota out, not if we want to bring you back to Brooklyn one day.”

Faith and McKenna said, “Sierra!” at the same time, and I slapped my forehead. Of course. Sierra might be old, as hackers went, but she was still one of the best. Better still, she had expanded her network of contacts, legal and less so. If anyone could fix this, it was her.

“I’m gonna go down there and keep my wife company,” McKenna said, holding up her hand expectantly. I tossed her the keys.

“Don’t get arrested for jaywalking,” I joked.

“Not a chance.” She slipped out, and Faith pulled out her phone. A few taps and we had Sierra.

“You want me to get Dakota released and scrub her records,” she greeted us.

“Uh. Yeah. How did you...?”

Sierra laughed, and her hair—still blue after all these years—shook with her mirth. “I keep tabs on all of my friends, just in case. Dakota’s name came up today, so I’ve been waiting for someone to call.” Sierra sipped from a glass of dark liquid I suspected was rum. Some things never changed, and how she wasn’t an alcoholic was beyond even an Immortal.

Faith joined in the laughter. She’d been on the outside of most of my extralegal activities but had gotten to know Dakota and her crew. She held a soft spot for Sierra and her first spouse, Alex. “I should have guessed. Hi, Sierra.”

“Hey, Faith. Alex finished that piece for you. Where do you want it shipped?” 

This was news to me, but Faith said, “Hold onto it for a bit, would you, dear? And tell Alex they’re magnificent. I can’t wait to display it.”
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