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Me, poor man, my library
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Description

The poster shows a woman with long hair, who is wearing a peasant blouse with a black sash over her left shoulder and a long black skirt covered in white stars. She is holding a fountain pen in her left hand, which is the same height as she is, and the background is also covered in stars. The poster reads: ‘Now Hiring. Book witches to protect and defend works of fiction. Ideal candidate should be willing to jump into and out of books, short stories, and the occasional epic poem Starting pay commensurate with magical proficiency, but spell-casting experience not required. Must love stories. Inquire within.’
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Chapter One


Two Years Ago


All stories are love stories if you love stories.


And I do love stories. As a Book Witch, you kind of have to love them. It’s on our recruitment posters, after all.


My name is Rainy March, and yes, it’s a bad pun and also a weather forecast, and no, sorry, I can’t change it now. It’s already embroidered into my underwear and printed on my bookplates.


This love story starts with a phone call, one of those pivotal moments you don’t realize will change your life until much, much later. It was two years ago on September 1st, back when I was a young and mostly innocent Book Witch of twenty-five. I don’t even have to look at my case notes to remember the exact date. After all, you never forget the day you fall in love with a fictional character.


Of course, having a crush on a fictional character is nothing new. Sherlock Holmes used to get more fan mail than his creator, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Women would write 221B Baker Street proposing marriage to the fictional consulting detective, or simply offering their services as housekeepers to get close to him.


What I really mean is . . . you never forget the day a fictional character falls in love with you back.


Admittedly, I also remember the day in question was the first of the month because Koshka, my feline familiar, gets his flea and tick preventative applied on the first. Right before the phone rang, I had the boy wrapped in a towel and wedged between my knees on the bathroom floor. I can’t say who was enjoying it less, me or my cat.


“Big baby,” I said as he wiggled under me, slippery as a hot-buttered eel. “It’ll take two seconds. Do you want to get a tapeworm? No. No, you don’t.”


From inside his bath-towel burrito, he let out a piteous whine.


“All this fussing from a familiar.” The familiars of Book Witches are like normal pets except they can read. They certainly don’t handle taking medication any better than normal pets. “It’ll be over in a second, buddy.” With one hand, I parted the thick silvery gray fur on the back of his neck while I popped the medicine cap with the other. “Be strong, comrade! You are Russian. Act like it!”


He isn’t actually Russian, but don’t tell him that. He’s a Russian Blue and therefore thinks he’s Russian. Another Book Witch might have saddled him with a cutesy cat pun name like Alexander Puss-kin or Furdor Dostoevsky, but as I suffer from a cutesy pun name myself, I refuse to inflict one on another living creature. Since the only Russian I knew at the time was the word for cat, that’s what I called him. (Yes, I know koshka usually refers to female cats, but my Koshka is very comfortable in his masculinity. Oh, and if you want to pronounce it correctly, it rhymes with . . . well, nothing, but you say “kosh” as in the Hebrew word kosher. Capisce?)


The moment I had the medicine tube in position, the red hotline phone across the hallway rang. During that split-second distraction, Koshka wriggled out of the towel and bolted.


Defeated, I dragged myself off the floor. I was a fur-coated shell of my former self as I reached the doorway to the library, only to see that Pops had beaten me to the phone.


“Sullivan March here,” he said, answering the call.


From behind his desk, my white-bearded grandfather gave me a wink. With his brown tweed suit and elbow patches, he looked like Santa Claus undercover as a retired English professor. But Santa Claus is a jolly old elf. Pops is a jolly old Book Witch, the first in our family to enter the storycraft trade.


He listened to whoever was on the other end of the line. By the dour look on his face, it was most likely our coven leader, Dr. Regina Fanshawe, who was older and white-haired but looked nothing like Mrs. Claus. More like a taller, angrier Dame Judi Dench. Much angrier.


Pops pulled his old brown leather case notebook out of the top desk drawer and flipped it open, jotting down notes. I leaned across the desk, hoping to see what he was writing, but when he caught me looking, he covered the page with his arm.


“Understood,” Pops finally said. “I’m on it.”


My heart sank as he hung up. That “I” in “I’m on it” didn’t sound promising. I would’ve preferred a “we” or a “she.”


Pops looked at me. “Well, that’s interesting.”


“What’s the job? And can I do it?”


“Absolutely not,” he said. “Not a chance. Not this job.”


“Not a chance? Pops, need I remind you that I have been working the horror beat for months? Whatever this assignment is, I can handle it.”


Not only had I recently survived the machinations of a monstrous mansion in Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House, but I’d also sparred with both Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and come out on top. And who was the only Book Witch in the world who knew the first name of the second Mrs. de Winter in Daphne du Maurier’s Gothic classic Rebecca?


This witch.


“I don’t think this is a good idea,” he said, shaking his head.


“If I can handle vampires, ghosts, and Mrs. Danvers, I can handle anything.”


“They will not send a young female Book Witch to Gangland Chicago. It’s far too dangerous, Raindrop.”


“Gangland . . . Wait, Pops . . . Is it the Duke of Chicago? Is he in danger?”


The Duke of Chicago, for those who haven’t read the books, is the star of a popular noir mystery series. According to his backstory, the Duke had been the youngest of four aristocratic sons. He’d inherited the dukedom, however, after the tragic deaths of his three older brothers. Feeling as if he were doomed if he stayed in England, the Duke ran off to America and set up shop as a private detective in Chicago. Although christened at birth Bartholomew Maximillian Augustus Fitzgerald Nicholas Ardingly, in Chicago he went by the moniker Nick Duke, Private Eye.


Everyone just called him the Duke.


And he was my favorite fictional detective of all time.


Instead of letting Mrs. Turner, our housekeeper, answer the door, Pops practically leapt to his feet with the energy of a man half his age. I, of course, gave chase. He wasn’t going to get out of this conversation that easily.


“He is in danger, isn’t he? Let me take the case. I’ve read all the books a hundred times. I know where the Duke lives. I know his favorite drink. I know his valet’s name and birthday—Nigel, born August twenty-third, 1860. A father figure to the Duke and a constant source of irritation. Check the books. I know everything.”


Pops opened the front double-doors to find Professor Dodsworth on our porch. The Professor had been a Book Witch longer than Pops, since the days when paperbacks cost fifty cents, hardcovers a dollar, and if you wanted an audiobook, you asked someone with a decent voice to read aloud to you.


The Professor held out a bag. I don’t know how spies usually receive their mission dossiers—manila folders probably—but Book Witches in the Ink and Paper Coven get our mission documents in canvas tote bags from the local bookstore.


Before Pops could grab it, I snatched it away. “Thank you, Professor.”


The poor man opened his mouth to say something, but I’d already closed the doors.


“Rainy—” Pops said in a warning tone.


“I knew it.” Inside was a paperback copy of Empty Graves, Duke of Chicago book two. “I’m going.”


“You can’t. You’re too close to the story. We both know you’ve been in love with the Duke since you were a teenager.”


“Pops, that was years ago. I’m over him.”


“Over him? Really?” He crossed his arms and eyed me sternly. “Did you or did you not attend a book conference last year playing a Duke of Chicago love interest?”


“I may have allegedly attended Murder Me Con, where I cosplayed as the femme fatale Hennie Fox from book six, Chicago River Red. I wouldn’t call her a love interest really. She’s a paid assassin hired to kill him, but in the end, she repents and turns herself over to the police, because she’s in love with him in a sort of sociopathic way.”


“Once a Ducky, always a Ducky,” he said, taunting me with the nickname devoted readers of the Duke of Chicago series go by.


“You have a crush on Miss Marple. I know it. Grandma knew it. Even Miss Marple knew it.”


At this point, the conversation turned into a staring contest.


Finally, I broke the stalemate.


“Come on, please? This is my dream assignment.”


If anyone was going to save the Duke of Chicago, it needed to be me. If only to return the favor. A bit of my backstory, in case you haven’t read my previous case files: My mother—a second-generation Book Witch—died when I was a baby. Growing up, I hadn’t dwelt on my loss much until high school, when I began to feel her absence like a missing limb. Turning sixteen without a mother to teach me to drive or attend my apprenticeship graduation had been quietly awful. The only things that gave me real comfort were the Duke of Chicago books and that other, better, wilder life I led with him inside my imagination. Not that I could have told Pops that. He and Grandma had done everything in their power to give me the best possible childhood. Knowing I’d suffered even five minutes would’ve broken his dear old heart.


“Can you be professional here?” Pops asked.


“If I weren’t your granddaughter, if I were any other Book Witch with my skills and background, you’d send me there in a heartbeat, and you know it. No one is more qualified for this mission than I am.”


“You could get hurt,” he said.


“And so could you. We’ve all been hurt.”


I pulled back my right sleeve and held up my forearm to display the burn scar from my mission into Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, when I pulled a copy of John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath from a book fire. Inside the world of the story, it was the last copy of the book left on earth. The act had left my right forearm scarred, but I never regretted it for a second.


“Watching you dive for that book,” Pops said, “was the most scared I’ve ever been. And the proudest.”


“Let me make you proud again.” I pulled my sleeve back down.


He sighed heavily, and I knew I’d already won even if he didn’t quite realize it yet. “They have tommy guns in there.” He nodded at the book. “I lost my Mary. I can’t lose you too.”


Mary, his wife and my grandmother, had been a retired high school English teacher. Grandma had been very ill and suffering for several years, and her death, though heartbreaking, was a peaceful release for her. Unspoken was the fact that Pops had already lost his daughter— my mother—and therefore losing me too would be one tragedy too many for his heart.


I could’ve reminded him he was the only family I had left as well. I would have bet my entire book collection that I would miss him more than he would miss me, should something happen to him on a mission.


But I didn’t.


“If I can handle Cthulhu, I can handle Chicago.”


“I know, I know, but—”


“What’s this about, Pops? I’m twenty-five years old, remember? Twenty-five,” I repeated. “Not five. Not fifteen. I’ve been doing this job for a decade.”


Most Book Witches begin apprenticing at age sixteen, but I had shown magical promise from childhood. Plus, I’d been so determined to follow in my mother’s footsteps that I’d begun my formal training a year early. For ten years now, I’d worked as a fully licensed practitioner of storycraft. In other words, I knew what I was doing.


“Hard to believe,” Pops said wistfully.


Time toyed with us like a funhouse mirror. When I looked at Pops, I saw the robust sixty-year-old man who’d walked me to school the first day of kindergarten, not an eighty-year-old with a broken heart and a bad hip. When he looked at me, he saw a girl with pigtails and a My Little Pony lunchbox. Time passes like the pages of a favorite story, drawing ever nearer the end whether we like it or not.


“You know you still love him,” Pops finally said. “Nobody really outgrows their first fictional love.”


“I can still do my job.”


“What if he disappoints you? You should never meet your heroes, they say, and they say it for a reason.”


“Either the Duke is as wonderful as he is in the books or he’s not. If he is, I’ll be a very happy witch. If he’s not? I’ll find a new book boyfriend. Poirot’s single, right?”


I put my hands on Pops’s shoulders—he was still strong for a man of eighty—and grinned. “Follow me,” he said.


We returned to the library, and Pops made the call, putting it on speakerphone. “I’m sending Rainy,” he told Dr. Fanshawe. “She knows this series inside and out. Any objections?”


There was a long heavy pause before Dr. Fanshawe replied.


“Rainy?”


“Yes, ma’am?”


“Your late mother was the best Book Witch I’ve ever had the honor of serving with,” Dr. Fanshawe said. “I hold out hope that in time I’ll start to see the resemblance.”


“So do I,” I said, my voice smaller than usual. No matter how many cases I cracked, I would never measure up to my mother in Dr. Fanshawe’s eyes. I was good, very good, but even very good was nothing compared to perfection.


“Recite the Eight Black and Whites, please,” Dr. Fanshawe ordered. It was the Book Witch equivalent of saying the Pledge of Allegiance, something only apprentices were asked to do.


“Are you—” I was about to say “serious” when Pops shot me a warning look. “—listening?”


“Go on,” she said, her tone stern.


“Of course,” I said, running through them quickly in my head to make sure I had the order right. Our rules are called the Black and Whites for two reasons. One, books are printed in black and white, so the name fits our aesthetic. But the main reason, so I’d been told many thousands of times, is that when you are a Book Witch, there are absolutely no shades of gray. The Black and Whites are to be obeyed to the letter.


“Black and White Number One,” I began, “is to protect all stories without judgment, be they true classic or cult classic, bore or bestseller, fan favorite or forgotten flop.


“Number Two: When a fictional character escapes the story world, they must be returned as soon as feasibly possible, and their memory of our world erased.


“Number Three: The author’s intention for the story must be preserved at all costs, no matter how much a fictional character may object.”


Pops succinctly paraphrased Black and Whites Two and Three as Never let the inmates run the asylum.


“Number Four: Take no weapons into the stories, for the pen is mightier than the sword.


“Number Five: Never use the powers of a fictional character for personal gain.”


In other words, don’t go dragging the Owens sisters out of Practical Magic to fix your love life. For many reasons, come to think of it.


“Number Six: Never eat, drink, sleep, or take up residence in any way in a story, lest you become part of it.”


Sleeping is especially dangerous. Many a Book Witch has fallen asleep in a story only to wake up certain the story world is their world. They are like the dreamers who can’t be convinced they’re only dreaming. Waking them is cosmic agony. Imagine someone telling you the world you live in is only a story in someone else’s imagination . . . would you ever believe them?


I continued. “Number Seven: Real people belong in the real world. Fictional characters belong in works of fiction. Rare the twain shall meet.”


Rules six and seven translate to “Get in fast, get out fast, and leave no trace.” Just as fictional characters are not allowed to take up residence in the real world, real people are not allowed to live in story worlds. We can only hop into a book when work requires it, leaving the second the job is done. Imagine the discipline and self-control it takes a Book Witch to not jump into their favorite stories willy-nilly. I’d never once snuck into the Duke of Chicago’s books before, and quite frankly, I think I deserved a medal.


“And Number Eight?” Dr. Fanshawe prompted.


“Never fall in love with a fictional character,” I said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “That’s all eight. Can I go now?”


Even over the phone I could tell Dr. Fanshawe was wincing, already regretting what she was about to say.


“Very well, if only because we’re running out of time. But take no chances. Don’t do anything that will blow your cover,” she said firmly.


“Thank you, I won’t let you down.”


Without missing a beat, she launched right into the mission. “Page eighty-seven has gone blank. We have reason to believe the Duke is being held captive in a speakeasy on Damen Avenue.”


I turned to page eighty-seven. Sure enough, the page had turned white. I flipped to the next page, only to see that eighty-eight was starting to fade as well.


“The Bathtub?” I said. “Yes, I know it. The Duke meets his contacts there.”


“Get him out and back on the plot at once.”


“On it, boss.”


“And be quick about it.”


After Dr. Fanshawe hung up, I looked Pops in the eyes.


“I won’t let you down either,” I told him.


He smiled. “I know you won’t. Be safe, Raindrop.”


“Koshka!” I called as I ran from the library and up the stairs. “Come on. We’re going to Chicago!”


My usual uniform of black leggings and a black-and-white striped sweater was not proper attire for Depression-era Chicago. No worries. Up in the attic, Pops and I kept a large wardrobe to blend into any story, any genre, any setting: A space suit for sci-fi. An elf costume for fantasy. Black cloaks and ball gowns galore for Gothics.


For this mission, I was thinking my Hennie Fox silver cocktail dress? No, too impractical. Then I spotted the tailored wool men’s suit I’d worn for Agatha Christie’s The Mysterious Affair at Styles. The suit was a decade out of date in the Duke’s world, but better than trying to fight off gangsters in an evening gown.


I dressed quickly and tucked my hair up under a newsboy cap. If Pops didn’t think Gangland Chicago was safe for women, I’d simply go as a man.


In the cheval mirror, I gave myself a onceover. My long dark hair remained firmly hidden under the hat. I’m about average height and a little too skinny (by Mrs. Turner’s standards anyway), so in my suit I fully resembled a pale and slightly freckled teenage boy who just happened to have unusually long eyelashes.


“Ready?” I asked Koshka, who’d been impatiently pacing while I’d gotten dressed.


He meowed loudly in reply.


We returned to the library, where Pops had already taken my magic umbrella out of the wall safe and laid the damaged copy of Empty Graves open on the reading table, an onyx paperweight on each corner. It’s much easier to escape an open book than a closed one. While you can get out of a closed book, it feels like taking off a scuba suit in a tight sleeping bag. And it’s not much fun for the book either.


In this particular novel, the Duke of Chicago is tasked with rescuing a socialite who’s supposedly been kidnapped by gangsters, only to discover a far more complicated and tragic truth. The book, originally published in 1948, had a deliciously campy cover with a beautiful redheaded femme fatale in a painted-on scarlet red dress holding a shovel.


“I’m going to try to land us in the alley next to the speakeasy,” I told Pops. “Wish us luck.”


“Good luck,” he said. “And be home in time for dinner or Mrs. Turner will have a fit.”


“Promise.” I rose up on my toes and kissed him on the cheek.


“Koshka?” Pops said, addressing my cat. “If the Duke gets fresh with her, bite him.”


“He won’t even look twice at me,” I said, scooping up Koshka.


“Don’t listen to old Fanshawe,” Pops said. “If your mother were here right now, she’d be as proud of you as I am.”


But she’s not here, I thought but didn’t say.


“Thanks, Pops,” I said. “Now excuse me, we have a story to save.”


Pops passed me my umbrella and stepped back.


When performing an immersion, you always want to enter a story at the last possible moment before the damaged section. Never begin on page one, otherwise you could be wandering the story world for weeks or months—years even if you’re in a multigenerational family saga. Dangerous business. The longer a real person lives inside a story, the more likely they are to forget who they are and where they come from. A Book Witch from a neighboring coven got himself stuck for two weeks in Treasure Island. Apparently, he talked like a pirate for a month after that. Not kidding, the poor man had to see a speech therapist.


With my cat in one arm and my umbrella in hand, I read aloud from page eighty-six, willing us to become one with the story. It was the scene where the Duke of Chicago spots the socialite dancing with an infamous gangster.


She was a beautiful girl, I read, but so was Helen of Troy, and look what happened to the Trojans.


With a flick of my thumb, I opened my umbrella. All Book Witches use black umbrellas instead of wands. Seen from above, an open black umbrella looks like the dot atop a lowercase letter “i.” With my umbrella, I could make a portal through that tiny dot on the page and hide our presence at the same time.


And with the magic of storycraft, that’s precisely what happened. Koshka and I vanished from the real world into the story world, slipping through the miniature black hole made by the dot on the lowercase “i” in the word “girl.”


As we disappeared, I closed my eyes on a soft, warm September evening in Fort Meriwether, Oregon. When I opened them again, I was breathing the bitter cold and sinister air of Gangland Chicago.
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Chapter Two


Koshka and I touched down safely into the alley outside the Bathtub, the infamous speakeasy the Duke of Chicago frequented in his books. Bad gin, he said, but good information.


“You all right?” I asked Koshka. We’d arrived behind a pile of garbage about ten feet high. The stench could melt glass, but at least it gave us good cover.


Koshka leapt out of my arms, ready to work. He scouted around the garbage while I straightened my suit. Some Book Witches suffer severe vertigo when entering stories, but I’ve never had that problem. I assumed it was because the Marches had been Book Witches for generations now. Pops liked to joke we had ink in our blood.


Koshka trotted back, indicating the coast was clear. Above me, at the end of my outstretched fingertips, my umbrella hovered, keeping the portal between the two worlds open. When we left, we would have to find our way back to this alley. Should be easy enough. Get into the speakeasy, free the Duke of Chicago, then we would be on our way.


And maybe if I played my cards right . . . he’d give me his autograph.


“All right,” I said to Koshka, “let’s go. Stay close.”


Together, we strolled out from the alley and mounted the sidewalk as if we belonged there. The few people out that night paid us little to no attention. Cats were a common sight in big cities, where rats and mice were legion. Coins clinked in my pocket and my face wore a tough customer scowl. I was merely another lost soul looking to drink my cares away.


Because Prohibition was still the law of the land, bars and other gin joints were hidden behind fronts. The Bathtub was in the basement of a haberdashery. I knocked on the nondescript front door of the shop, and a pretty but hard-faced young woman opened it.


“Yeah?” she said.


“I’m looking for a straw boater,” I said, lowering my voice an octave.


“We got boaters. In the back.”


She let me inside and locked the door behind me.


“I can find my way,” I said.


“What about the ratcatcher?” she asked, glancing down at Koshka.


“He needs a boater too.”


She put her hand on her hip and tossed her bobbed black hair. “Whatever floats your boater, honey.”


Koshka and I headed straight back through the hat shop, passing fedoras and trilbies and derby hats galore. The Duke of Chicago favored a top hat for evening excursions. It was all part of his mystique. Anyone who’s ever read an old detective series knows each detective has a special superpower, so to speak. Hercule Poirot was a former Belgian police officer who relied on his legendary “little grey cells” to solve his cases. Miss Marple lived all her life in the small village of Saint Mary Mead, a microcosm of the world where she became an astute student of human nature. The Duke of Chicago’s superpower? A uniquely potent combination of money, looks, and charm.


The Duke always dressed to the nines, if only because he’d seen how people crumble in the face of someone they perceive as being of higher status. Fortunately, the Duke was unusually self-aware and humble considering his rank and background and only used his powers for good. Kind of like Batman, but with a better wardrobe, fewer gadgets, and no daddy issues.


We reached the stockroom door. The party raged on the other side. As soon as I opened it, the acrid scent of cigar smoke slapped me in the face. I breathed through my mouth as best I could as I made my way down a short flight of stairs toward the source of all the shouting and laughing. Nothing would have given me away as an outsider faster than a coughing fit. You needed asbestos lungs to survive the smoke-filled rooms of the early twentieth century.


We reached the basement. The place, no bigger than your average coffee shop, was packed to the gills just like it always was in the books. Women in flashy floor-length gowns danced cheek to cheek with men in suits to the raucous sound of a ragtime piano.


“Don’t get your tail stepped on, boy,” I warned Koshka, who slinked along the floor at my side. “Try to sniff out the Duke. Follow the scent of old money and class privilege.”


Koshka weaved through dozens of pairs of dancing feet while I cozied up to the bar and ordered a Sidecar from the bartender. Did I know what was in a Sidecar? Not a clue. But a drink in hand would help me to blend in with the other toughs.


The bartender slid my drink across the bar. I nodded and paid the man with an old Liberty half-dollar that I hoped had been minted before 1930. I’d forgotten to double-check my vintage cash stash before I’d left, but he took it without looking too closely.


Leaning back against the bar, I tried to look inconspicuous as I pretended to sip my drink. The cocktail smelled like orange juice and ethanol, so I wasn’t tempted to drink it. People dropped like drunken flies from poisoned bathtub gin during the Depression. Besides, drinking and eating were uniquely dangerous for Book Witches, as I mentioned. Although . . . if I were forced to choose a book to be trapped in for all eternity, I wouldn’t mind if it were one of the Duke’s mysteries.


Something brushed against my ankle. Koshka had returned and nipped my pants leg, signaling for me to follow him.


We passed a table where a woman in blue sat alone and forlorn. I placed my drink in front of her and said in my best bad Chicago accent, “You need this more than me, sweetheart.”


“Thanks, handsome,” she said, perking up. “Save me a shimmy later.”


I winked at her. “You know it, sugar.”


But there was no time for dancing. Koshka made a beeline for the enormous American flag hanging on the back wall. If I stopped to count I would have counted forty-eight stars, not fifty, because Alaska and Hawaii wouldn’t be states for about thirty years.


When no one was looking, I slipped behind the flag and felt around the wall for a catch. A panel quietly popped open, and Koshka and I snuck into a dimly lit room. An oil lamp cast pale gold light across the stained concrete floor. I picked it up and turned up the wick.


There in the corner, I spotted a chair. A man sat slumped down, facing the wall, hands tied behind his back. And on the floor by the chair, a hat.


A top hat.


I’d found the Duke.


I lifted the lamp and spun a slow circle lighting the room’s dark corners. He’d been left unguarded. Good. Slowly I approached him.


“Mister,” I rasped. “You awake? Hey, mister?” This was my impression of an ordinary bar patron who’d innocently stumbled into this bare and menacing back room.


No answer.


“Mister?” I said again.


His head was down, his chin on his chest. Was he sleeping or unconscious? I want to pretend I stared at him for as long as I did because of concern for his health, but I was stunned speechless at the sight of him in the flesh. Even passed out and trussed up, the Duke of Chicago was ten times more handsome than I’d ever dared to let myself imagine. He had a face that belonged on the silver screen, with thick wavy dark hair that demanded a girl run her fingers through it and the most kissable lips in the long and storied history of kissing.


While his author, Tom Hightower, said in an interview he based him on a young Cary Grant, the Duke was a bit more of a young Gary Cooper live and in person. And I write from personal experience when I say nothing bad happens when one does an online image search for “young Gary Cooper.”


“No wonder he can get anyone to do anything at any time,” I whispered to Koshka.


“You aren’t so bad yourself,” the Duke of Chicago said as he lifted his head and stared directly at me.


“Oh,” I said, which wasn’t one of my better comebacks, but even the dictionary would be at a loss for words if the Duke of Chicago looked at it the way he was looking at me. “You’re awake.”


I should’ve known he’d been only faking unconsciousness.


He furrowed his regal brow at me.


“Either you are a young woman under that suit pretending to be a young man . . . or I am learning something surprising about myself. Or both.” He tilted his head to the side. “Both. Most certainly both. And quite frankly, it’s not that surprising.”


I slapped myself across the face.


“What on earth was that for?” he demanded.


“Someone had to do it,” I said. “All right, I need to get you out of here.”


“The fiend tied me up too well,” he said. “You’ll have to cut the knots.”


“Do you still have that knife strapped to your ankle?” I asked.


Traumatized by the carnage of the First World War, the Duke of Chicago famously didn’t carry a gun. However, he always kept a knife on his ankle in the event of a kidnapping. For a fictional detective, being kidnapped and/or held hostage was a daily concern.


“I do, yes,” he said, his tone suspicious. “But how did you know—”


“Um . . . I mean, who doesn’t keep a kidnapping knife in their socks these days? I left mine in my other socks so I’ll use yours if you don’t mind—”


I bent down to get his knife, but at the last moment, he danced his leg away.


“I never let anyone touch my socks until I know their name. Strict rule of mine. Never steered me wrong.”


“I can’t tell you,” I said. “Sorry.”


“That’s unfortunate. As I need to get out of here, I’ll simply have to give you a name. I’ll call you . . . darling.”


“That works,” I said. “And you’re the Duke. Now if we could get back to the knife—”


“Just call me Duke, darling,” he said, relaxing his leg for me. “And your friend?”


“Koshka,” I said. “He thinks he’s Russian.”


“Koshka? Your four-legged Bolshevik is sitting in my hat.”


I lifted Duke’s pant leg. Sure enough, he had a slim knife hidden inside his right sock. “Sorry about the cat in the hat,” I said.


“Don’t apologize. It looks better on him than on me. Greetings, comrade,” he said. “Добрый вечер.”


“You know Russian?” I asked as I went to work, sawing through the thick ropes. The blade was sharp but small.


“Only enough to get me thrown in the gulag.”


“The guy who grabbed you . . . what did he look like?”


“Pure essence of knob, if you ask me,” Duke said.


“Can you be more specific?”


“Caucasian male, approximately forty years old, five feet, eight inches, average build, brown eyes, sallow complexion, Roman nose, short brown hair, widow’s peak, birthmark on his right hand—”


“Did he smell like smoke?” I said before I got his weight and the name of his third grade teacher too.


“Yes, and he looked like his mother never once kissed him good night. Know him?”


“Unfortunately.” It sounded like X, an old archenemy of mine. A Burner. We’d tussled more than once in the past.


“Why did he leave you here?” I asked. “Did he say?”


“He said nothing to me at all,” Duke said. “My turn to ask the questions now.”


“Shoot,” I said, as I continued to saw at the rope.


“How did you know I was here? Who are you? Where are you from? Why are you helping me? Why can’t you tell me your name? Who was that man who jumped me this afternoon? And any idea what he planned on doing with me? Oh, and are you married?”


“You need to know if I’m married?”


“I do, actually,” he said.


“Not married.”


“Wonderful. Now I feel free to say you have the finest gray eyes I’ve ever seen in my life,” he said. “Storm clouds and silver. Try to blink less. It’s like closing a curtain across the Mona Lisa.”


“Thank you,” I said, unblinking.


“Better,” he said. “My other questions?”


My eyes started to dry out, so I blinked.


“I knew you were here because I’d been told where to find you. The guy who grabbed you was trying to stop you from solving this case,” I said, which was vague but true enough. X was trying to stop Duke from solving this case and, knowing X, every other case forever and ever. “I can’t tell you who I am, but I’m from Fort Meriwether, Oregon, and don’t worry if you’ve never heard of it. Almost nobody’s heard of it. I want you to solve this case, so I’m helping you. Wait, what was the other question?”


“What was Old Smokey planning on doing with me?” he repeated.


“He wants to stop your work,” I said as I got Duke’s right hand free.


“So he means to kill me?”


“I wouldn’t be surprised.” And I wouldn’t. X could be coming back any minute to finish the job.


“If I had a dime . . .” Duke sighed.


As I kept working on the rope, Duke reached his free hand down for his hat. I assumed he meant to shoo Koshka out of it and dust it off, but he didn’t. He petted Koshka between the ears. I’m not sure if that’s the moment I started to fall in love with him, but I think it’s safe to say that’s the moment my cat did.


Finally, I freed Duke’s other hand. “There.”


He got to his feet and, instead of rubbing his abraded wrists, he simply straightened his jacket, vest, and tie, then ran a hand through his hair. “How do I look? Shipshape and Bristol fashion?”


“You make James Bond look like a hippie.”


“I have no idea who or what any of that means,” he said, “but from the adoring look in those storm cloud eyes of yours, I’ll take it as a compliment.”


“It was.”


I held out his knife to him, but instead of taking it, he took my hand, brought it to his lips, and kissed the back of it. His own beautiful eyes—chocolate brown and delicious—peered deeply into mine.


When his lips touched my skin, I felt lightning surging through my entire body.


“Thank you, darling,” he said. “I owe you my life and anything else you’d like to request.”


“Rainy,” I said suddenly.


“Is it?” he asked, still holding my hand. “Well, that’s spring in Chicago for you. If you don’t like the weather, wait five minutes—”


“No, my name. My name is Rainy March. I’m not supposed to tell you that, but I wanted you to know it.”


“Rainy,” he said, musing, “my favorite kind of long morning in bed.”


The man could charm the pants off a statue.
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Chapter Three


Focus on the mission, I told myself. Step one—stop staring at Duke’s face. Easier said than done.


Step two—get Duke out of the speakeasy and back on track.


I shooed Koshka out of the top hat. “Go scout around, boy. Make sure there’s no . . . you know, kidnappers about,” I told him.


Koshka raced from the back room through the wall panel.


“Your hat,” I said. “Sorry about the cat hair.”


Duke dusted it off. “No trouble at all. Shall we have a drink somewhere? My place?”


“No time. You’re tracking Edith King, the socialite, right?”


He’d been adjusting his cuffs but froze when I said the woman’s name.


“Aren’t you a clever clock? This is a secret mission. How did you know that?”


“Long story,” I said, although Duke’s books were on the shorter side, about 250 pages each. “But it’s imperative you get back on the plot. I mean, the job. Yes? Say yes. You need to finish this job.”


It had been a few years since I’d read Empty Graves, but I remembered it well. Edith King hadn’t been kidnapped at all but had arranged her own abduction to escape her wealthy, powerful, and very abusive husband. The Duke of Chicago, instead of “solving” the case for her husband, ends up aiding in her escape.


“You saved me, darling. Your wish is my command. And if you don’t know what to wish for, I have a few suggestions.” He grinned devilishly as he lifted his trouser leg and slipped his knife back into his sock.


“That . . . that is not what . . . No.” Suddenly, I realized what was happening. I pointed at his chest and backed up two steps. “Wait a minute. Are you trying to seduce me?”


“Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I? You’re beautiful, brave, and, frankly, a little bizarre. All aces in my book. Everyone I meet seems so . . . so two-dimensional in comparison. You’re the realest girl I’ve ever met.”


The fictional character I’d had a crush on in high school, my book boyfriend, was trying to get me into bed? And not in spite of me being weird but because of it? Had I died and gone to Heaven? Was it Christmas morning? Did I save a genie’s life and get three wishes granted in return?


“Rainy?”


“Sorry, this is weirder than when Ebenezer Scrooge sent me a fruitcake for Christmas. I’m having an existential crisis.”


Duke waved it off. “Happens to the best of us. About that drink I mentioned, should we get it before or after?”


“Before or after what?”


“You tell me.” His intense eye contact was making me uncomfortable, but in a fun way, like when you bike across a wooden bridge.


“You don’t want to get involved with me. I’m a witch.”


“You seem perfectly charming.”


“I meant that literally.”


“I don’t believe it,” he said as he buttoned his jacket. “I’ve seen witches in books. Your hat is flat and you don’t have a single wart on your nose.”


“I’ll prove it,” I said.


“How? Turn me into a frog?”


“Look into my eyes.”


“With pleasure.”


He and I locked gazes. Duke’s dark eyes made it a little harder to read him, but as I tilted my head this way and that, trying to catch the light, I glimpsed the words still dancing across his irises.


“They slipped briskly into an intimacy from which they never recovered. This Side of Paradise. F. Scott Fitzgerald. That’s the book you’re currently reading.”


“Good Lord, I am. Last night before bed. How did you—”


“The book leaves an impression in your eyes. I can read it.”


“I’m dazzled. Absolutely dazzled. Let me buy you dinner so you can dazzle me more.”


“You have a mission.”


“Then we’ll meet for a drink after I find Miss King.” Thank goodness Koshka returned at that moment to remind me I wasn’t there on a blind date.


“It’s all clear,” I said. “We have to go. Now.”


“I respect your decision,” he said, “but if I cry about it later, don’t think less of me.”


“You’re incorrigible.”


“You started it by being so beautiful.”


Before I could say another word, he took me by the hand and headed for the door.


“They’re going to notice you holding hands with another man,” I whispered to him.


“Trust me, darling,” he said, “down here, they’ve seen everything.”


He steered us through the throng. Everyone looked a little too bleary-eyed to even notice who was passing, much less comment on us.


My plan was simple enough. Get Duke out of here so he could continue the story. In the now-missing scene, the Duke was supposed to spy on Edith King at the Bathtub, then follow her to the Lombard Hotel near Montrose Beach. All I had to do was send Duke to the hotel to catch up with Edith.


We reached the hat shop on the main floor. I scooped Koshka into my arms, cradling him to my chest as we made our slow way through the dark hat shop. Mannequin heads in fedoras and trilbies and bowlers seemed to stare at us as we passed.


“Odd, isn’t it? All these mannequin heads?” Duke whispered. “Makes one feel like you’re—”


“Being watched?” a man’s voice asked.


We froze.


The overhead lights came on suddenly, making it impossible to hide. Then the man stepped into our path. I recognized that stony face, those cold marble eyes. He, too, was dressed for Gangland Chicago in a fedora and black overcoat with a fur collar. And yes, he did, as Duke said, look like a man whose mother had never once kissed him good night.


“X,” I said.


“Hello, Rainy March,” the man said. “We meet again.”


He didn’t smile, but I could tell he was enjoying himself.


“That’s the blighter who got the drop on me,” Duke said, as he interposed his body between X and me. “Shall I thrash him for you? Do say yes.”


Duke’s voice was steady, brash, unafraid. Classic male bravado. While set in the 1930s, Duke’s early books had been written and published in the late 1940s and ’50s, during the height of the noir craze. Noir was a reaction to the societal tumult wrought by World War II, industrialization, women leaving home for the big cities and getting jobs. Noir detectives were their own breed, devils on the side of the angels, fighting a losing battle against evil but knowing no life other than the fight. That was part of the reason I’d fallen in love with Duke as a teenager—we’d both chosen the fighting life.


“She’ll say nothing if she knows what’s good for her,” X said as he pulled a gleaming, period-appropriate pistol from his jacket. “Now stay still. Time to burn the trash.”


“Trash? Are you speaking to moi?” Duke said.


X shrugged. “What can I say? I don’t like your kind.”


“My kind? What is my kind?” Duke demanded. “Do you hate the English? If you’re Indian, Irish, or French, I’ll accept that answer but otherwise—”


“Shut up,” X said.


For the first time since meeting X, Duke’s charm faltered. “Do whatever you want with me,” he said, “but let the girl and her cat go.”


“That’s no girl. That’s a witch.” X pointed the gun in my direction before aiming it back at Duke.


“Those things are hardly mutually exclusive,” Duke said. “And if you hurt her, I will kill you. I might even do it if you don’t hurt her—”


“Yeah, sorry, no,” I said. “You can’t protect me. I’m supposed to be protecting you. Excuse me, please. Can you scooch back a bit, Duke? Thank you.”


I held my breath, took a step sideways, and moved into the gap between X’s gun and Duke’s noble heart.


“I’m not comfortable being defended,” Duke said.


“Get used to it,” I said. “I know what I’m doing. The pen is mightier than the sword.”


“True,” Duke said, “but he has a gun, darling, and you don’t have a pen or a sword.”


Technically true, but I didn’t have to admit it.


“X,” I began, “what’s the plan here?”


“Same plan as always,” he said as he bent down and lifted a small can of gasoline. He set it on the table by him and patted it like an obedient dog. “I’m going to burn this world down.”


It was as bad as I’d feared. When someone in the real world burns a single copy of a book, all they’ve done is make a mess. The book still exists in other copies, other formats. But when a Burner enters a story and burns it from the inside, the story itself will turn to ash and all copies in all formats in all the world will cease to exist. Even in the memories of readers. It will be as if the book had never been published, never been read, never even been written.


“You can’t—” I paused and turned to Duke. “Can you cover your ears, please?”


“Why?”


“She doesn’t want you finding out you’re a fictional character in a book series,” X said, feigning shock. “Oh, dear. Did I say that?”


“Someone’s publishing stories about me?” Duke asked. “They must not be very good, because I haven’t seen them for sale anywhere.”


X waved the gun around the room. “This—all of this—is a book. We’re inside it right now. I thought you were supposed to be some sort of hotshot sleuth?”


Duke looked to me for help. “Do you know what this berk’s going on about?”


I wanted to lie, to tell him anything but the truth, but I couldn’t.


“We’re midway through the second book in your series,” I said. “It’s how I knew how to find you. You weren’t supposed to be tied up— that wasn’t part of the story. When I said I was a witch? I’m not the pointy-hat kind with the broom and all that. I’m a Book Witch. I’m here to set the story straight.”


“None of this is real, you’re saying.”


“Some of us are,” X interjected. “Just not you.”


Duke nodded. “Now I seem to be having an existential crisis.”


“It’ll have to wait,” I told him, then turned my attention back to X. “Why? Why this book series? Why the Duke?”


“Because it’s garbage,” X said. “Drivel. Poorly written hack work.”


“If you don’t like the Duke of Chicago books, don’t read them,” I said. “But leave them for the rest of us.”


“I’m sparing you from your own bad taste,” X said. “When we’re finished with our work, there won’t be any books like this left in the world. Only the true classics. The Odyssey. The Iliad. The Aeneid. Shakespeare. Chaucer.” He smiled. “When the right people read good books once again, the world will be perfect.”


“Perfect? You know Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales were written during the Black Plague.”


“Perfection is a state of mind. The world fell apart when people turned their backs on great literature. When we’re done, all the garbage will be taken out and only the classics shall remain. Starting here and now.”


He pulled a paperback book from his coat pocket and held it up.


“Is that . . . about me?” Duke asked.


“Empty Graves, the Duke of Chicago book two,” X said. He tossed the book to me, and I caught it awkwardly. “Soon we’ll call it Empty Pages.”


Pages eighty-six and eighty-seven were now blank.


Koshka hissed, and I swore violently.


“Rainy, darling,” Duke said, scandalized. “Where did you learn that word? Down the docks? Wherever it was . . . say it again.”


With a casual wave of his hand, X knocked the can of gasoline onto the floor, where the liquid swiftly spread.


“X,” Duke pleaded, “I’ll stay if the girl and her cat can go.”


“They can go,” X said. “I’m not stopping them, only you.”


“Koshka, run for it,” I ordered. “Find another witch. There has to be one somewhere in this town. Maybe the one who cursed the Cubs.”


But Koshka stayed and so did I.


“Noble, if misguided,” X said. “There might be stories worth dying for but not this historically inaccurate and poorly written nonsense.” He gave the can a kick and more gas splashed out.


Our eyes watered from the stench. Koshka gave a soft cry of distress. I tried tucking his head into my coat to protect him from the fumes, but I would never be able to shield him from the flames.


“Duke, I need you to do me a favor,” I said through my tears. “I need you to knock the gun out of his hand—which we both know you can do—then get to the Lombard Hotel by Montrose Beach and catch up with Edith King.”


“That’s two favors, actually,” Duke said, ducking his head into his collar. “And I’m not leaving you behind.”


“We’ll be fine,” I said, although I wasn’t sure if it was true.


“No, they won’t,” X said, patting his pockets. “Now where’s my lighter?”


The fumes were making me cough, but I forced myself to speak.


“Ignore him, Duke. You have to go. Now. You have to finish the story. Listen,” I said. “I’m nobody. But you . . . you’re the Duke of Chicago. Even decades after your books came out, they’re inspiring people, entertaining them, comforting them. And I know because I’m one of them, all right? I fell in love with your books when I was sixteen, and I still love them. It’s why he hates you,” I said, pointing to X, “and when people like that hate you, you know you’re doing something right. Please . . . I’m begging you, finish your story.”


I met his eyes, imploring him, willing him to leave me behind and get his story back on track.


He looked at me and a strange expression crossed his face, one even his own author might have struggled to describe, but it seemed as if some kind of seismic shift happened behind his dark eyes.


The floor began to quiver under my feet. The windows rattled in their frames. Hats fell from their mannequin heads.


A different four-letter word escaped my lips. Duke’s too. Then X’s.


“What is happening?” X said as dust filled the air.


“You’re the one who told the Duke he was fictional. Now he’s self-aware, and he’s taking over the book,” I said. I’d heard of this happening. Writers had complained about it for centuries, about characters taking control of the story, but I’d never seen it in action.


“I am?” Duke yelled.


“Yes! And you need to stop it!” I told him, lurching sideways. Koshka jumped out of my arms and ran for cover in the doorway.


“I can’t!”


A ceiling tile crashed near X, who jumped away from the falling debris. That gave Duke the chance he needed to grab the gun from the Burner’s hand. Duke raised it, planning to coldcock X.


“Si vis pachem, para bellum,” X chanted. He flicked a silver lighter on and disappeared into a puff of smoke.


“Damn,” Duke said. “I was hoping to crack his skull. Rainy, what do I do?”


The earthquake grew stronger. I fell to my knees as the hat shop crumbled around us.


“What do you want to do?” I called out. “To move a story forward, fictional characters need to want something. Have a goal! A purpose! Will it into being!”


Duke pulled me to him, covering my head with his arms as more of the ceiling crashed down around us.


“I want us to be safe somewhere together!”


And suddenly, just like magic, we were.
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