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THE MAGICIAN


March 1902—The Brooklyn Bridge

The Magician stood at the edge of his world and took one last look at the city.  The spires of churches rose like jagged teeth, and the sightless windows of tumbled buildings flashed in the rising sun. He’d loved it once. In those lawless streets, a boy could become anything—and he had. But in the end, the city had been nothing but a prison. It had borne him and made him and now it would kill him just the same.

The bridge was empty so early in the morning, a lonely span reaching between two shores. Its soaring cables were lit by the soft light of dawn, and the only sounds came from the waves below and the creaking of the wooden planks beneath his feet. For a moment he let himself imagine that a crowd had started to gather. He could almost see their tense faces as they stood in the shuffling silence and waited for his latest attempt to cheat death. Raising one arm in the air, he saluted the invisible audience, and in his mind, they erupted into cheers. He forced his face into the smile he always wore onstage—the one that was little more than a lie.

But then, liars do make the best magicians, and he happened to be exceptional.

As he lowered his arm, the silence and emptiness of the bridge wrapped around him, and his stark reality came into focus. His life might have been built on illusions, but his death would be his greatest trick. Because for once there would be no deception. For once it would be only the truth. His ultimate escape.

He shivered at the thought. Or perhaps that shiver was simply from the icy wind cutting through the fine material of his dress jacket. A few weeks later and there wouldn’t have been any chill to the air at all.

It’s better this way. Springtime was all fine and good, but the rank stink of the streets and the sweltering, airless buildings in the summer were another thing. The feeling of sweat always dripping down his back. The way the city went a little mad because of the heat. He wouldn’t miss that at all.

Which was, of course, another lie.

Add it to the pile. Let them sort out his truths once he was gone.

He could still leave, he thought with a sudden desperation. He could walk across the remaining span of the bridge and take his chances with the Brink.

Maybe he would make it to the other side. Some did, after all. Maybe he would simply end up like his mother had. It wouldn’t be any worse than he deserved.

There was a small chance he would survive, and if he did, maybe he could start over again. He had enough tricks at his disposal. He’d changed his life and his name before, and he could do it again. He could try.

But he knew already that it would never work. Leaving was just a different kind of death. And the Order, not bound by the Brink as he was, would never stop hunting him. Not now, at least. Destroying the Book wouldn’t be enough. When they found him—and they would—they’d never let him go. They’d use him and use him, until there was nothing left of who he’d once been.

He’d take his chances with the water.

Pulling himself up onto the railing, he had to grip the cable tightly to keep balanced against those gusting spring winds. Far off in the direction of the city, he heard the rumble of carriages, the cry of wild, angry voices signaling that the moment for indecision had passed.

A single step is such a small thing. He’d taken countless steps every day without ever noticing, but this step . . .

The noise at the mouth of the bridge grew louder, closer, and he knew the time had come. If they caught him, no amount of magic or tricks or lies would help. So before they could reach him, he released his hold on the cable, took that final step, and put himself—and the Book—in the one place the Order could never follow.

The last thing he heard was the Book’s wailing defiance. Or maybe that was the sound tearing from his own throat as he gave himself over to the air.
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THE THIEF


December 1926—Upper West Side

It wasn’t magic that allowed Esta to slip out of the party unseen, the bright notes from the piano dimming as she left the ballroom. No matter the year, no one ever really looks at the help, so no one had noticed her leave. And no one had noticed the way her shapeless black dress sagged a bit on one side, the telltale sign of the knife she had concealed in her skirts.

But then, people usually do miss what’s right in front of them.

Even through the heavy doors, she could still faintly hear the notes from the quartet’s ragtime melody. The ghost of the too-cheery song followed her through the entry hall, where carved woodwork and polished stone towered three stories above her. The grandeur didn’t overwhelm her, though. She was barely impressed and definitely not intimidated. Instead, she moved with confidence—its own sort of magic, she supposed. People trusted confidence, even when they shouldn’t. Maybe especially when they shouldn’t.

The enormous crystal chandelier might have thrown shards of electric light around the cavernous hall, but the corners of the room and the high, coffered ceiling remained dark. Beneath the palms that stretched two stories up the walls, more shadows waited. The hall might have appeared empty, but there were too many places to hide in the mansion, too many chances someone could be watching. She kept moving.

When she came to the elaborate grand staircase, she glanced up to the landing, where an enormous pipe organ stood. On the floor above, the private areas of the house held rooms filled with art, jewels, priceless vases, and countless antiques—easy pickings with everyone distracted by the loud, drunken party in the ballroom. But Esta wasn’t there for those treasures, however tempting they might have been.

And they were definitely tempting.

She paused for a second, but then the clock chimed the hour, confirming that she was later than she’d meant to be. Tossing one more careful glance over her shoulder, she slipped past the staircase and into a hall that led deeper into the mansion.

It was quiet there. Still. The noise of the party no longer followed her, and she finally let her shoulders sag a bit, expelling a sigh as she relaxed the muscles in her back from the ramrod-straight posture of the serving girl she’d been pretending to be. Tipping her head to one side, she started to stretch her neck, but before she could feel the welcome release, someone grabbed her by the arm and pulled her into the shadows.

On instinct, she twisted, holding tight to her attacker’s wrist and pulling it forward and down with all her weight, until he let out a strangled yelp, his elbow close to popping.

“Dammit, Esta, it’s me,” a familiar voice hissed. It was an octave or two higher than usual, probably because of the pressure she was still exerting on his arm.

With a whispered curse, she released Logan’s arm and shook him off, disgusted. “You should know better than to grab me like that.” Her heart was still pounding, so she couldn’t manage to dredge up any remorse for the way he was rubbing his arm. “What’s your deal, anyway?”

“You’re late,” Logan snapped, his too-handsome face close to hers.

With golden hair and the kind of blue eyes that girls who don’t know better write poems about, Logan Sullivan was a master of using his looks to his advantage. Women wanted him and men wanted to be him, but he didn’t try to charm Esta. Not anymore.

“Well, I’m here now.”

“You were supposed to be here ten minutes ago. Where have you been?” he demanded.

She didn’t have to answer him. It would have pissed him off more to keep her secrets, but she couldn’t suppress a satisfied grin as she held up the diamond stickpin she’d lifted from an old man in the ballroom who’d had trouble keeping his hands to himself.

“Seriously?” Logan glared at Esta. “You risked the job for that?”

“It was either this or punch him.” She glanced up at him to emphasize her point. “I don’t do handsy, Logan.” It hadn’t even been a decision, really, to bump into him as he moved on to grab some young maid, to pretend to clean the champagne off his coat while she slipped the pin from his silken tie. Maybe she should have walked away, but she hadn’t. She couldn’t.

Logan continued to glower at her, but Esta refused to regret her choices. Regret was for people who dragged their past along with them everywhere, and Esta had never been able to afford that kind of deadweight. Besides, who could regret a diamond? Even in the dimly lit corridor, the stone was a beauty—all fire and ice. It also looked like security to Esta, not only because of what it was worth but also for the reminder that whatever happened, she could survive. The heady rush of adrenaline from that knowledge was still jangling through her blood, and not even Logan’s irritation could dampen it.

“You do whatever the job requires.” He narrowed his eyes at her.

“Yeah, I do,” she said, her voice low and not at all intimidated. “Always have. Always will. The Professor knows that, so I’d have thought you would have figured it out by now too.” She glared at him a second longer before taking another satisfied look at the diamond, just to irritate him. Definitely closer to four carats than she’d originally thought.

“We can’t afford any unnecessary risks tonight,” he said, still all business. Still clearly believing he had some sort of authority over their situation.

She shrugged off his accusation as she pocketed the diamond. “Not so much of a risk,” she told him truthfully. “We’ll be long gone before the old goat even notices it’s missing.  And you know there’s no way he saw me take it.” Her marks never did. She leveled a defiant look in his direction.

Logan opened his mouth like he was going to argue, but she beat him to it.

“Did you find it, or what?” Esta asked.

She already knew what the answer would be—of course he’d found it. Logan could find anything. It was his whole reason for being—at least it was his whole reason for being on the Professor’s team. But Esta allowed him his triumph because she needed to get him off the topic of the diamond. They didn’t have time for one of his tantrums, and much as she hated to admit it, she had been later than they’d planned.

Logan’s mouth went flat, like he was fighting the urge to continue harping about the diamond, but his ego won out—as it usually did—and he nodded. “It’s in the billiards room, like we expected.”

“Lead the way,” she said with what she hoped was a sweet enough expression. She knew the floor plan of the mansion as well as he did, but she also knew from experience that it was best to let Logan feel helpful, and maybe even a little like he was in charge. At the very least, it kept him off her ass.

He hesitated for a moment longer but finally gave a jerk of his head. She followed him silently, and more than a little smugly, through the dim hall.

All around them, the walls dripped with paintings of dour noblemen from some bankrupt European estate or another. Charles Schwab, the mansion’s owner, wasn’t any more royal than Esta herself, though. He’d come from a family of German immigrants, and everyone in town knew it. The house hadn’t helped—built on the wrong side of Central Park, it was an entire city block of overdecorated gilding and crystal. Its contents might have been worth a fortune, but in New York, even a fortune wasn’t enough to buy your way into the most exclusive circles.

Too bad it wouldn’t last long. In a handful of years, Black Friday would hit and all the art lining those walls, along with every bit of the furnishings, would be sold off to pay Schwab’s debts. The mansion itself would sit empty until a decade later, when it would be torn down to make way for another uninspired apartment building. If the place weren’t so obviously tacky, it might have been sad.

But that was still a few years off, and Esta didn’t have time to worry about the future of steel tycoons. Not when she had a job to do and less time than she’d planned.

The two turned down another hallway, which ended at a heavy wooden door. Logan listened carefully before pushing it open. For a second Esta worried he would step into the room with her.

Instead, he gave her a serious nod. “I’ll keep watch.”

Grateful that she wouldn’t have Logan breathing down her neck while she worked, she slipped into the scent of wood polish and cigars. A thoroughly masculine space, the billiards room wasn’t filled with the over-fussy gilding and crystal that adorned the rest of the house. Instead, tufted leather chairs were arranged in small seating groups and an enormous billiards table anchored the space like an altar.

The room was stuffy from the fire in the hearth, and Esta pulled at the high neckline of her dress, weighing the risks of unbuttoning the collar or rolling up her sleeves. She needed to be comfortable when she worked, and no one was there but Logan—

“Get a move on it,” he demanded. “Schwab’s going to start the auction soon, and we need to be gone by then.”

Her back still to Logan, she searched the space as she forced herself to take a deep breath so she wouldn’t kill him. “Did you figure out where the safe is?”

“Bookcase,” he said before closing the door and sealing her into the stifling room. The silence surrounding her was broken only by the steady ticking of a grandfather clock—tick . . . tick . . . tick—a reminder that each second passing was one closer to the moment they might be discovered. And if they were seen—

But she put that fear out of her mind and focused on what she had come to do. The wall opposite the massive fireplace was lined with shelves filled with matching leather volumes. Esta admired them as she ran her fingers lightly over the pristine spines.

“Where are you?” she whispered.

The titles glimmered softly in the low light, keeping their secrets as she felt along the underside of the shelves. It wasn’t long before she found what she was looking for—a small button sunk into the wood, where none of the servants would hit it accidentally and where no one but a thief would think to look. When she depressed it, a mechanism within the shelves released with a solid, satisfying click, and a quarter of the wall swung out enough for her to pull the hinged shelves forward.

Exactly as she’d expected—a Herring-Hall-Marvin combination floor safe. Three-inch-thick cast steel and large enough for a man to sit comfortably inside, it was the most sophisticated vault you could buy in 1923. She’d never seen one so new before. This particular model was gleaming in hunter-green lacquer with Schwab’s name emblazoned in an ornate script on the surface. A beautiful vault for the things a very rich man held most dear. Luckily, Esta had been able to crack more challenging locks when she was eight.

Her fingers flexed in anticipation. All night she’d felt outside of herself—the stiff dress she was wearing, the way she had to cast her eyes to the floor when spoken to, it was like playing a role she wasn’t suited for. But standing before the safe, she finally felt comfortable in her own skin again.

Pressing her ear against the door, she started to rotate the dial. One click . . . two . . . the sound of metal rubbing against metal in the inner cylinders as she listened for the lock’s heartbeat.

The seconds ticked by with fatal certainty, but the longer she worked, the more relaxed she felt. She could read a lock better than she could read a person. Locks didn’t change on a whim or because of the weather, and there wasn’t a lock yet made that could hide its secrets from her. In a matter of minutes, she had three of the four numbers. She turned the dial again, on her way to the fourth—

“Esta?” Logan hissed, disrupting her concentration. “Are you finished yet?”

The last number lost, she glared over her shoulder at him. “I might be if you’d leave me alone.”

“Hurry up,” he snapped, and then ducked back into the hall, closing the door behind him.

“Hurry up,” she muttered, mimicking his imperious tone as she leaned in again to listen. Like the art of safecracking could be rushed. Like Logan had any idea how to do it himself.

When the final cylinder clicked into place, she felt an echoing satisfaction. Now to try the combinations. Only a minute more and the contents would be open to her. A minute after that and she and Logan would be gone. And Schwab would never know.

“Esta?”

She cursed. “Now what?” She didn’t look at Logan this time, keeping her focus on the second, incorrect, combination.

“Someone’s coming.” He glanced behind him. “I’m going to distract them.”

She turned to him then, saw the anxiety tightening his features. “Logan—” But he was already gone.

She thought about helping him, but dismissed that idea and instead turned back to the safe. Logan could take care of himself. Logan would take care of both of them, because that was what they did. That was how they worked. She needed to do her job and leave him to his.

Two more incorrect combinations, and the heat of the room was creeping against her skin, the scent of tobacco and wood smoke burning her throat. She wiped her forehead with the back of her sleeve and tried to ignore the way her dress felt as though it would strangle her.

She tried again, dismissing the trickle of sweat easing its way down her back beneath the layers of fabric. Eight. Twenty-one. Thirteen. Twenty-five. She gave the handle a tug, and to her relief, the heavy door of the safe opened.

Outside the room, she heard the low rumble of male voices, but she was too busy scanning the vault’s contents to pay much attention. The various shelves and compartments were packed with canvas envelopes filled with stock certificates and bonds, file folders stuffed with papers, stacks of neatly bound, oversize bills. She eyed the money, disappointed that she couldn’t take even a dollar of the odd-looking money. For their plan to work, Schwab couldn’t know that anyone had been there.

She found what she was looking for on a lower shelf.

“Hello, beautiful,” she crooned, reaching for the long black box. She barely had it in her hands when the voices erupted in the hallway.

“This is an outrage! I could ruin you with a single telegram,” Logan bellowed, his voice carrying through the heavy door. “When I tell my uncle—no, my grandfather—how abysmally I’ve been treated here,” he continued, “you won’t get another contract on this side of the Mississippi. Possibly not on the other, either. No one of any account will speak to you after I—”

It must be Schwab, Esta thought, pulling a pin from her hair and starting to work on the locked box. Schwab had been trying to make his mark on the city for years. The house was one part of that, but the contents of the box were an even more important part.  And it was the contents of the box that Esta needed.

“Be reasonable, Jack.” Another voice—probably Schwab’s. “I’m sure this is a simple misunderstanding—”

Panic inched along her skin as her mind caught up with the man’s words. Jack? So Schwab wasn’t the only one out there.

However good Logan might be, it was never optimal to be outnumbered. In and out fast, with minimal contact. That was the rule that kept them alive.

She wiggled the hairpin in the lock for a few seconds, until she felt the latch give way and the box popped open.

“Get your filthy hands off me!” Logan shouted, loud enough for Esta to hear. It was a sign that things were escalating too quickly for him to contain.

She set the box back on a shelf so she could lift her skirts and remove the knife hidden there. Even with the scuffle in the hall, Esta felt a flash of admiration for Mari’s handiwork as she compared the knife from her skirts to the jewel-encrusted dagger lying in the black velvet of the box. Her friend had done it again—not that she was surprised.

Mariana Cestero could replicate anything—any material from any time period, including Logan’s engraved invitation for the party that night and the six-inch dagger Esta had been carrying in the folds of her skirt. The only thing Mari couldn’t completely replicate was the stone in the dagger’s hilt, the Pharaoh’s Heart, because the stone was more than it appeared to be.

An uncut garnet rumored to be taken from one of the tombs in the Valley of the Kings, the stone was believed to contain the power of fire, the most difficult of all elements to manipulate. Fire, water, earth, sky, and spirit, the five elements that the Order of Ortus Aurea was obsessed with understanding and using to build its power.

They were wrong, of course. Elemental magic wasn’t anything but a fairy tale created by those without magic—the Sundren—to explain things they didn’t understand. But misunderstanding magic didn’t make the Order any less dangerous. Just because the stone didn’t control fire didn’t mean there wasn’t something special about the Pharaoh’s Heart. Professor Lachlan wouldn’t have wanted it otherwise.

Even in the soft light thrown by the fire, the garnet was polished so smoothly it almost glowed. Without trying, Esta could feel the pull of the stone, sensed herself drawn to it, not like she’d been drawn to the diamond stickpin, but on a deeper, more innate level.

After all, elemental magic might be a fairy tale, but magic itself was real enough.

Organizations like the Order of Ortus Aurea had been trying to claim magic as their own for centuries. Schwab had purchased the dagger and arranged the night’s auction in the hopes of buying his way into the Order, but since the only magic the Order possessed was artificial and corrupt ceremonial magic—pseudoscientific practices like alchemy and theurgy—they wouldn’t be able to sense what Esta could. They wouldn’t know that Mari’s stone was a fake until much later, when they were running their experiments and trying to harness the stone’s power. Even then they would assume it was Schwab who had cheated them . . . or that Schwab couldn’t tell the difference to start with. Schwab himself would believe that the antiquities dealer who’d sold him the dagger had swindled him. No one would realize the truth—the real Pharaoh’s Heart had been taken right out from under them.

Esta made the switch, placing the counterfeit dagger into the velvet-lined box and tucking the real dagger back into the hidden pocket of her skirt. It was heavier than the one she’d been carrying all night, like the Pharaoh’s Heart had an unexpected weight and density that Mari hadn’t predicted. For a moment Esta worried that maybe Schwab would notice the difference. Then she thought of the house—his overdone attempt to display the number in his bank account—and she shook off her fears. Schwab wasn’t exactly the type to understand which details mattered.

Outside the room, something crashed as an unfamiliar voice shouted. More quickly now, Esta locked the box, careful to put it back on the shelf exactly as it had been, and closed the safe. She was securing the bookcase when she heard Logan shout—an inarticulate grunt of pain.

And then a gunshot shattered the night.

No! Esta thought as she sprinted for the door, the crack of gunfire still ringing in her ears. She needed to get to Logan. He might be a pain in the ass, but he was their pain in the ass. And it was her job to get them both out.

At the other end of the hall, Logan lay on the floor, trying to pull himself up, while Schwab attempted to wrestle the gun away from a balding blond man in a tuxedo that bulged around his thick middle. Struggling against Schwab, the blond leveled the gun at Logan again.

Esta comprehended the entire scene in an instant and immediately took a deep, steadying breath, forcing herself to ignore the chaos in front of her. She focused instead on the steady beating of her own heart.

Thump. Tha-thump.

As regular as the cylinders of a lock tumbling into place.

Thump. Tha-thump.

In the next beat, time went thick for her, like the world around her had nearly frozen: Schwab’s wobbling jowls stilled. The angry sweat dripping from the blond man’s temple seemed to be suspended in midair as it fell in excruciatingly slow motion toward the floor.

It was as though someone were advancing the entire world like a movie, frame by painstaking frame. And she was that someone.

Find the gaps between what is and isn’t, Professor Lachlan had taught her.

Because magic wasn’t in the elements. Magic lived in the spaces, in the emptiness between all things, connecting them. It waited there for those who knew how to find it, for those who had the born ability to grasp those connections—the Mageus.

For those like Esta.

She hadn’t needed magic earlier that night, not to escape the party or to pick the lock, but she needed it now, so she let herself open to its possibilities. It was almost as natural as breathing for her to find the spaces between the seconds and the beating of hearts. She rushed toward Logan, stealing time as she darted through the nearly frozen tableau.

But she couldn’t stop time completely. She couldn’t reverse the moment to stop the blond’s finger from pressing the trigger again.

She wasn’t quite to Logan when the sound of the gun shattered her concentration. She lost her hold on time, and the world slammed back into motion. For Esta, it felt like an eternity between the door of the billiards room to where she was standing, exposed, in the hallway, but for the two men, her appearance would have been instantaneous. For members of the Order, it would have been immediately recognizable as the effect of magic.

The men froze for a moment, their eyes almost comically wide. But then the blond seemed to gather his wits about him. He jerked away from Schwab, lifted the dark pistol, and took aim.



ON THE BRINK


August 1900—East 36th and Madison Avenue

Dolph Saunders was born for the night. The quiet hours when the city went dark and the streets emptied of the daylight rabble were his favorite time. Though they might have been criminals or cutthroats, those out after the lamps were lit were his people—the dispossessed and disavowed who lived in the shadows, carving out their meager lives at the edge of society. Those who understood that the only rule that counted was to not get caught.

That night, though, the shadows weren’t a comfort to him. Tucked out of sight, across the street from J. P. Morgan’s mansion, he cursed himself for not being able to do more. His crew was late, and there was an uneasiness in the air—it felt too much like the night was waiting for something to happen. Dolph didn’t like it one bit. Not after so many had already disappeared, and especially not when Leena’s life was at stake.

It wasn’t unusual for people to go missing in his part of the city. Cross the wrong street and you could cross the wrong gang. Cross the wrong boss, and you might never be heard from again. But those with the old magic, especially those under Dolph’s protection, knew how to avoid most trouble. A handful of his own people disappearing in the span of a month? It couldn’t be an accident.

Dolph didn’t doubt the Order was to blame, but they’d been quiet recently. There hadn’t been a raid in the Bowery for weeks, which was unusual on its own. But even with their Conclave coming up at the end of the year, his people hadn’t heard a whisper to hint at the Order’s plans. Dolph didn’t trust the quiet, and he wasn’t the type to let those loyal to him go without answers. So Leena, Dolph’s partner in absolutely everything, had gotten herself hired as a maid in Morgan’s house. Morgan was one of the Order’s highest officials, and they’d hoped someone in the household would let something slip.

For the past couple of weeks, she’d polished and scrubbed . . . and hadn’t found out anything about the missing Mageus. Then, two nights ago, she didn’t come home.

He should have gone himself. They were his people, his responsibility. If anything happened to her . . .

He forced himself to put that thought aside. She’ll be fine. Leena was smart, strong, and more stubbornly determined than anyone he knew. She could handle herself in any situation. But her magic only worked on the affinities of other Mageus. It would be useless against the Order.

As though in answer to his dark thoughts, a hired carriage pulled up to the side of the house. They weren’t expecting a delivery that night, and the arrival only heightened Dolph’s apprehension. With the carriage obscuring his view, he wouldn’t be able to see if there was trouble.

Before he could move into a different position, angry male voices spilled out into the night. A moment later, the door of the carriage slammed shut and the driver cracked his whip to send the horses galloping off.

Dolph watched it disappear, his senses prickling in foreboding as the sound of fast footsteps approached. He gripped his cane, ready for whatever came.

“Dolph?”

It was Nibsy Lorcan. A castoff from the boys’ mission, he had shown up in Dolph’s barroom a few years back. Slight and unassuming, he would have been easy enough to overlook, but Dolph could sense the strength and tenor of a person’s affinity from ten paces. He’d thought Nibsy would be a valuable addition to his crew, and he’d been right. With Nibsy’s soft-spoken demeanor and sharp wit, the boy managed to win the respect of even the surliest of Dolph’s crew, and with his affinity for predicting how different decisions might pan out, he’d quickly earned a place at Dolph’s right hand.

As Nibsy came into sight, the lenses of his thick spectacles glinted in the moonlight. “Dolph? Where are you?”

Dolph stepped out of shadows, revealing himself. Despite the heat of the night, his skin felt like ice. “Did you find her?”

Nibs nodded, trying to catch his breath so he could speak.

“Where is she, then?” Dolph asked, his throat going tight as he searched the house again for some sign. “What happened?”

“The Order must have been expecting us,” he said, still wheezing for breath. “They got Spot first, right off. Knife to the gut without any questions. And then Appo.”

“Jianyu?”

“I don’t know,” Nibsy gasped. “Didn’t see where he went. I found Leena, though. Morgan had her in the cellar, but . . . I couldn’t get to her. They’d created some kind of barrier. There was this foglike cloud hanging in the air. When I got close, it felt like I was dying.” Nibsy shuddered and took another gulping breath. “She’s pretty weak. I couldn’t have dragged her out of there. But she tossed this to me,” he said, holding out a small object wrapped in muslin. “Told me to leave her. And there was more of them coming, so . . . I did. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” His voice cracked. “They took her.”

Dolph took the object from Nibs. A bit of cloth had been wrapped around a brass button—one Dolph recognized from the maid’s uniform Leena had worn. The scrap weighed no more than a breath between his fingertips. It was ragged on one side. It must have been torn from one of her petticoats. She’d used what looked like blood to scrawl two words in Latin across its surface. Her blood, he realized. The message had been important enough to bleed for. But at the sight of the smeared letters, already drying to a dark rusty brown, a feeling of cold dread sank into his very bones.

“We’ll get her back.” Dolph refused to imagine any other outcome. He rubbed his thumb across the scrap, feeling its softness along with the familiar echo of Leena’s energy. He pressed his own magic into the scrap, into the traces of her blood, trying to feel more and understand what had happened. While he could sense a person’s affinity if they had one, could even tap into it and borrow it if he touched them, reading objects hadn’t ever been his strength.

Still, Nibs was right—what little trace of Leena he sensed felt off, weak. He tossed the button aside but tucked the scrap of fabric into his inner coat pocket, the one closest to his heart.

“There’s still time,” he said, already heading toward the place where their carriage waited.

With the streets empty of traffic, they caught up to the other coach quickly. But as they followed it south through the city, he had a sinking feeling about where the carriage was headed. When they finally turned onto Park Row, Dolph knew for sure.

He directed their carriage to stop at the edge of the park that surrounded City Hall. Beyond the night-darkened gardens stood the great, hulking terminal that blocked the view of the bridge to Brooklyn. Steel and glass, it loomed almost like a warning in the night. Beyond it stood the first bridge of its kind to cross such a great span of water. And bisecting the bridge was the Brink, the invisible boundary that kept the Mageus from leaving the city with their magic intact. From corrupting the lands and the country beyond with what the Order—and most of the population—believed was feral, dangerous power.

Leena, like Dolph himself, had been born to the old magic. For the Order to bring her to the bridge meant only one thing—they knew what she was. And they were going to use the Brink to destroy her affinity. To destroy her.

He wouldn’t let that happen.

Dolph watched as the hired cab carrying Leena turned beyond the terminal, toward the entrance for vehicles crossing the bridge. “I’ll go on foot,” he said. “You stay here. To keep watch.”

“You sure?” Nibs asked.

“We can’t chance alerting them.” There would be no way to hide if they followed by carriage, but on the walkway above they might be able to surprise them, maybe have a chance to save Leena. “They’ll have to wait to pay their toll. It will be easy enough for me to catch up.”

“But with your leg,” Nibs said. “I could—”

He cut Nibs a deadly look. “My leg’s never stopped me from doing what needs done. You’ll stay here, as I said. If I’m not back before their carriage appears again, go warn the others. If this goes badly, the Order may be coming for them all.” He stared at Nibs, trying to convey the weight of the moment.

Nibsy’s eyes widened a bit. “You’ll be back,” Nibs told him. “You’ll bring Leena back.”

Dolph was glad for the assurance, but he wasn’t going to depend on it. Pulling his cap low over his eyes, he began to walk in the direction of the terminal. He ignored the stiffness in his leg, as he always did, and lifted himself up the wide steps that led to the entrance of the bridge. Once he was above, he kept away from the thin columns of lamplight on the planks of the walkway. Using the shadows for cover, he moved quickly despite his uneven gait—he’d lived with it for so long now that it was part of him.

The hired carriage was pulled to a stop before the first tower of the bridge—just beyond the shoreline. Below, three figures emerged. One reached back to pull out the fourth. Even from that distance, he knew it was Leena. He sensed her affinity—familiar, warm, his. But she was hanging limply between her captors. He felt the weakness of her magic, too, and when he got closer, he saw what they had done to her, saw her bruised face and bloodied lip. Saw her flinch with a ragged exhale and struggle against the men as they started to pull her toward the tower, toward the Brink.

His blood went hot.

Dolph, like every other Mageus in the city, knew what would happen when a person with the old magic crossed that line. Once they stepped across the Brink, it drained them. If the person was lucky and their affinity was weak—closer to a talent than a true power—they might survive, but they’d be left permanently broken from that missing part of themselves and would spend the rest of their life suffering the loss.

But for most, the Brink left them hollowed out, destroyed. Often, dead. So he understood what it would do to Leena, who was one of the most powerful Mageus he’d ever known.

Keeping to the shadows, he calculated his chances of getting Leena away from the men. He could take one down easily enough, even with his leg as it was, and the poisoned blade in his cane could do well enough on the other, but the third? There wasn’t time to go back for Nibs, not that the boy would be much help in a fight.

“Hold her up, boys,” the leader of the three said. “I want to see the fear in her eyes—filthy maggot.”

The two men pulled Leena upright and one gave her a sharp smack across the cheek.

Dolph’s blood pulsed, his anger barely leashed. But he forced himself to stay still, to not rush in and ruin his one chance of freeing her.

Still, seeing another man touch her, harm her . . . His knuckles ached from his grip on his cane. To hell with destroying the Brink. He would destroy them all.

He crept through the shadows until he was almost directly above them.  Already he could feel the cold energy of the Brink. Unlike natural magic, which felt warm and alive, the Brink felt like ice. Like desolation and rot. It was perverse magic, power corrupted by ritual and amplified by the energy it drained. And like all unnatural magic, it came with a cost.

This close, every ounce of his being wanted to turn and flee. This close, he could feel how easily everything he was could be taken from him. But he wouldn’t let anyone touch her like that again.

The man who spoke lifted Leena’s head by her hair. “There you are,” he said with a laugh when she opened her left eye to look at him. Her right eye was swollen shut. “Do you know what’s about to happen to you, pigeon? I bet you do. I bet you can feel it, can’t you?” The man laughed. “It’s what maggots like you and your kind deserve.”

Leena’s eye closed. Not a betrayal of weakness, Dolph knew, but to gather her strength.

That’s my girl, Dolph thought as Leena muttered a foul curse. Then she opened her unbruised eye and spit in the man’s face.

The man reacted instantly. His hand flew out, and Leena’s head snapped backward at the force of the blow.

Dolph was already moving. He hoisted himself up onto the railing and busted the streetlamp with the end of his cane. Like prey that sensed a hunter nearby, the men below went still as the light went out, listening intently for the source of the disturbance.

“What are you waiting for?” the leader shouted, breaking their wary silence, but his voice had an edge of nerves to it that wasn’t there before. “Drag her over.”

The men didn’t immediately obey. As they hesitated, their eyes still adjusting, Dolph switched his patch, so he could see with the eye already accustomed to darkness. The bridge below now clear and visible to him, he dropped soundlessly from the walkway above. He ignored the sharp ache in his leg as he landed on the leader, knocking him to the ground and plunging the sharp blade concealed in the end of his cane into the man’s calf. The man let out a scream like he was being burned alive.

That particular poison did have a tendency to sting.

As the leader continued to scream, Dolph turned to the next man, but he was already struggling against some unseen assailant. With a sudden jerk, he went still, his eyes wide as he slumped to the ground. Jianyu appeared, seemingly materializing out of the night, and gave Dolph a nod of acknowledgment as they turned together to face the third man.

The only one left seemed too paralyzed by fear to realize he’d be better off running. He was holding Leena in front of him like a shield.

“Leave me be or I’ll kill her,” he said, his voice cracking as he blinked into the dark.

Dolph stepped steadily toward them as Jianyu circled around the man’s other side.

“You were already dead the moment you touched her,” Dolph murmured when he was barely an arm’s reach away.

The man stumbled back, and Leena took the opportunity to struggle away from him. But he was too off-balance and his hold was too secure. Instead of letting her go, the man pulled her with him as he stumbled back, away from Dolph and toward the cold power of the Brink.

Without thought for his own safety, Dolph reached for them, but his fingers barely grasped the sleeve of the man’s coat. The fabric ripped, and the man—and Leena—fell backward into the Brink.

Dolph knew the moment she crossed it, because he felt her surprise and pain and desperation as keenly as if it were his own. The night around them lit from the magic coursing through her, draining from her. She screamed and writhed, her back arching at a painful-looking angle. Her arms and legs went stiff and shook with the terrible power that held her.

The man holding her screamed as well, but not from the Brink. When she began convulsing, he dropped her and ran, disappearing into the night of that other shore, where Dolph couldn’t follow.

But Dolph’s eyes were only for Leena. He watched in helpless horror as her body shook with the pain of her magic being ripped from her. He moved toward her, pushing past his own bone-deep fear of the Brink, but when his fingers brushed against the icy energy of it, he couldn’t make himself reach any farther.

“Leena!” he shouted. “Look at me!”

She slumped to the ground, drained but still moaning and twitching with pain. He could no longer feel her affinity.

“Leena!” he screamed, fury and terror mingling in his voice.

It was enough to distract her for a moment, and even as her face contorted, she tried to turn toward the sound of his voice.

“That’s it,” he said when their eyes finally met.

Her expression was wild with the pain and shock of the Brink’s devastating effect, but she wasn’t dead yet. As long as her heart beat, there was a chance, Dolph told himself, pushing away the truth.

People didn’t come back from the Brink.

Still, Leena was different, he told himself as she tried to focus on him. Dolph thought for a moment he saw her there, his own Leena, somewhere behind the agony twisting her features.

“I need you to come to me, Streghina. I need you to try,” he pleaded.

And because she was the strongest person he’d ever known, she did try. She forced herself to move, reaching for him, her limbs trembling with effort as she pulled herself back to safety.

“That’s it, my love. Just a little more,” he told her, struggling to keep his voice from breaking into the animal-like wail he felt building within him.

With the last of her strength, she inched along. Her face was drawn tight, but she kept going. His Leena. His own heart.

“You can make it. Just a little farther.”

But she looked up at him, her once-beautiful eyes now a lurid bloodred. Her expression was determined as she tried to whisper something, but before she could finish, she collapsed beyond his reach.

“No!” he screamed. “You can’t leave us. You can’t give up now.” He knelt as close to the Brink as he dared get, willing her to keep moving.

But Leena only blinked up at him, barely able to focus with her unbruised eye.

No, he thought wildly. He wouldn’t accept her fate. Couldn’t accept it. Not his Leena, who had stood by his side since they were children. Not the woman who had been his partner in every way, despite all the mistakes he had made. He couldn’t leave her there. No matter what it meant for him.

Dolph forced himself to reach out to Leena, to press through the searing cold bit by bit. To ignore the excruciating pain. Breaching the Brink was like putting your hand through glass and feeling the shards tear through skin and tendon. Or like dipping yourself in molten metal, if liquid steel could be colder than ice.

But even that pain didn’t compare to the thought of losing her.

Finally, he grabbed Leena’s hand. She blinked slowly, vacantly, at the pressure of his grasp, but with his fingers now wrapped securely around hers, he found that he didn’t have the strength to pull her back. The Brink was already wrapping its icy energy around his wrist, burrowing deep beneath his skin to seek out the heart of who and what he was.

Then, suddenly, he was moving. Jianyu had taken him by the legs and was pulling him and Leena both back, away from the invisible boundary. With the strength he had left, Dolph took Leena into his arms and settled her across his lap, barely aware of the numbness inside his own chest.

“I wasn’t fast enough,” Jianyu said. “I tried to get her before they took her, but . . .”

Dolph wasn’t even hearing him.

“No,” Dolph whispered, tracing the lines of her face. Her breath rattled weakly from her lungs as he clutched her to him, rocking and pleading for her to stay with him. “I can’t do this without you.”

But she didn’t respond.

“No!” he screamed when he realized her body had gone limp in his arms. “No!” Again and again, he wailed into the night, hatred and anguish hardening him, sealing him over, like a fossil of the man he’d once been.



A SLIP THROUGH TIME


December 1926—The Upper West Side

Esta froze as the blond trained the gun on her. His expression was a mixture of disgust and anticipation as he shifted his aim between her and Logan.

“I told you,” he growled at Schwab. “I warned you something like this would happen.”

“Jack!” Schwab yelled, grabbing for the man’s arm again. “Put that gun down!”

Jack shook him off. “You have no idea what they are, what they’re capable of.” He turned to Esta and Logan. “Who sent you? Tell me!” he screamed, his face red with fury as he continued to swing the gun back and forth, alternating between the two of them.

Esta glanced at Logan and noticed the dark stain creeping across the white shirt beneath his tuxedo jacket. His eyes flickered open and met hers. He didn’t look so cocky anymore.

“I won’t be ruined again,” the blond said as he cocked the hammer back again and steadied his aim at Logan. “Not this time.”

Never reveal what you can do. It was one of their most important rules. Because if the Order knew what she was capable of, they would never stop hunting her. But they’d already seen her.  And the stain creeping across Logan’s shirt was growing at an alarming rate. She had to get him out, to get him back.

It seemed to happen all at once—

She heard the click of the gun being cocked, but she was already pulling time around her.

“Noooooo!” Logan shouted, his voice as thick and slow as the moment itself had become.

The echoing boom of the pistol.

Esta rushing across the remaining length of the hallway, putting herself between Logan and the gun.

Grabbing Logan tightly around the torso, she reached for safety . . . focusing all of her strength and power to reach further . . . and pulled them both into an empty version of the same hallway.

Daylight now filtered in through an unwashed window at the far end of the hall, lighting the dust motes they’d disturbed in the stale air of the completely silent house.

Logan moaned and shifted himself off her. “What the hell did you do?”

She ignored her own unease and took in the changed hallway, the silent, unoccupied house. “I got us out of there.”

“In front of them?” His skin was pale, and he was shaking.

“They’d already seen me.”

“You didn’t have to come barging in like that,” he rasped, grimacing as he shifted his weight. “I had it under control.”

She should have been irritated that he’d reverted to his usual pain-in-the-ass demeanor so quickly, but Esta was almost too relieved to care. It meant his injury probably wasn’t killing him. Yet.

Esta nodded toward his bloody shirt. “Yeah. You were doing great.”

“Don’t put this on me. If you hadn’t gone after a diamond, you wouldn’t have been late meeting me. We could have already been gone before Schwab showed up,” he argued. “None of this would have happened.”

She glared back at him, not giving an inch. But she knew—and hated—that he was right. “I got you out, didn’t I? Or maybe you’d prefer being dead?”

“They’re going to know.”

“I know,” she said through gritted teeth.

To Schwab and the other man, Esta and Logan would have seemed to disappear, and people didn’t just disappear. Not without magic—natural magic. Old magic. Even Schwab would have understood that much.

“The Order will have heard about it,” Logan said, belaboring his point. “Who knows what that will do. . . .”

“Maybe it won’t matter,” she said, trying to will away her uncertainty. “We’ve never changed anything before.”

“No one has ever seen us before,” he pressed.

“Well, we don’t live in the 1920s. It’s not like they’re going to keep looking for a couple of teenagers for the next hundred years.”

“The Order has a long memory.” Logan glared at her, or he tried to, but his eyes still weren’t quite focusing, and the dizziness that usually hit him after slipping through time was having a clear effect. He fell back on his elbows. “When are we, anyway?”

Esta looked around the musty stillness of the hallway. All at once she felt less confident about her choices. “I’m not sure,” she admitted.

“How can you not be sure?” He sounded too arrogant for someone who was probably bleeding to death. “Weren’t you the one who brought us here?”

“Yeah, but I’m not sure exactly what year it is. I was just trying to get us out of there, and then the gun went off and . . .” She trailed off as she felt a sharp pain in her shoulder, reminding her of what had happened. She touched the damp, torn fabric gingerly.

Logan’s unfocused gaze raked over her. “You’re hit?”

“I’m fine,” she said, frustrated that she’d hesitated and ended up in the bullet’s path. “It’s barely a scratch, which is more than I can say for you.” She pulled herself off the floor and offered Logan her hand.

He allowed her to help him up, but he swayed, unsteady on his feet, and put all his weight on her to stay upright.

“We’re not any later than forty-eight. Probably sometime in the thirties, by the look of the house. Can you walk at all?” she asked before he could complain any more.

“I think so,” he said, grimacing as he clutched his side. The effort it had taken to stand had drained him of almost all color.

“Good. Whenever this is, I can’t get us back from in here.” Pain throbbed in her shoulder, but the bullet really had only grazed her. She’d heal, but if she didn’t get Logan back to Professor Lachlan’s soon, she wasn’t sure if he would. “We need to get outside.”

The fact was, Esta’s ability to manipulate time had certain limitations, mainly that time was attached to place. Sites bore the imprint of their whole history, all layered one moment on top of the other—past, present, and future. She could move vertically between those layers, but the location had to exist during the moment she wanted to reach. Schwab’s mansion had been torn down in 1948. It didn’t exist during her own time, so she couldn’t get them back from inside the house. But the streets of the Upper West Side were still basically the same.

Logan stumbled a little, but for the most part, they made it through the empty house without much problem. As they reached the front door, though, Esta heard sounds from deep within the house.

“What’s that?” Logan lifted his head to listen.

“I don’t know,” she said, pulling him along.

“If it’s the Order—”

“We have to get out of here. Now,” she said, cutting him off.

Esta opened the front door as a pair of deep voices carried to her through the empty halls. She tugged Logan out into the icy chill of the day, and they stumbled toward the front gates of the mansion.

Traveling through the layers of time wasn’t as easy as pulling on the gaps between moments to slow the seconds. It took a lot more energy, and it also took something to focus that energy and augment her own affinity—a stone not unlike the Pharaoh’s Heart that she wore in a silver cuff hidden beneath the sleeve of her maid’s uniform.

Against her arm, her own stone still felt warm from slipping through time a few minutes before. The pain of her injury and everything else that had happened had left her drained, so trying to find the right layer of time was more of a struggle than usual. The harder she tried, the warmer the stone became, until it was almost uncomfortably hot against her skin.

Esta had never made two trips so close together before. She and the stone both probably needed more time to recover, but time, ironically enough, was the one thing that neither of them had if she wanted to avoid being seen again.

The voices were closer now.

She forced herself to ignore the searing bite of the stone’s heat against her arm, and with every last ounce of determination she had left, she finally found the layer of time she needed and dragged them both through.

The snow around them disappeared as Esta felt the familiar push-pull sensation of being outside the normal rules of time. Schwab’s castlelike mansion faded into the brownish-red brick of a flat-faced apartment building, and the city—her city—appeared. The sleek, modern cars and the trees full with summer leaves and other structures on the streets around them materialized out of nothing. It was early in the morning, only moments after they’d originally departed, and the streets were empty and quiet.

She let out a relieved laugh as she collapsed under Logan’s weight onto the warm sidewalk. “We made it,” she told him, looking around for some sign of Dakari, Professor Lachlan’s bodyguard and their ride.

But Logan didn’t reply. His skin was ashen, and his eyes stared blankly through half-closed lids as the modern city buzzed with life around them.



LIBERO LIBRO


November 1900—The Bowery

Dolph Saunders sat in his darkened office and ran his finger across the fragile scrap of material he was holding. He didn’t need light to see what was written on it. He’d memorized the single line months ago: libero Libro.

Freedom from the Book.

At least, that’s what he thought it said—the e was smudged. Perhaps it was better translated, from the Book, freedom?

“Dolph?” A sliver of light cracked open the gloom of his self-imposed cell.

“Leave me be, Nibs,” Dolph growled. He set the scrap on the desktop in front of him and drained the last of the whiskey in the bottle he’d been nursing all morning.

The door opened farther, spilling light into the room, and Dolph raised his hand to ward off the brightness.

“You can’t stay in here all the time. You got a business to run.” Nibs walked over to the window and opened the shades. “People who depend on you.”

“You don’t value your life much, do you, boy?” he growled as the brightness shot a bolt of pain through his head.

Nibs gave him a scathing look. “I’m almost sixteen, you know.”

Dolph gave a halfhearted grunt of disapproval but didn’t bother to look up at him. “If you keep using that mouth of yours, you won’t make it that far.”

“If you drink yourself to death, I’m not gonna last the month anyway,” Nibs said calmly, ignoring the threat. “None of us will. Not with Paul Kelly and his gang breathing down our necks. Monk Eastman’s boys have been making noise too. If you don’t get back to work and show them you’re still strong enough to hold what’s yours, they’re going to make their move. You’ll lose everything you’ve built.”

Dolph thumped the bottle onto the desk. “Let them come.”

“And the people who’ll get hurt in the process?”

“I can’t save them all,” he said with a pang of guilt. He’d sent Spot and Appo to their graves, hadn’t he? And he hadn’t even been able to protect Leena, the one person he would have given anything—everything—to protect.

“Leena wouldn’t have stood for you acting like this,” Nibs told him, taking the risk to come closer to the desk.

“Don’t,” Dolph warned, meaning so many things all at once. Don’t speak of her. Don’t remind me of what I’ve lost. Don’t push me to be the man I’m not any longer. Don’t . . .

But Nibs didn’t so much as blink at his tone. “That’s the message she gave me that night, isn’t it? You’re still trying to figure it out?”

Instinctively, Dolph picked up the fabric and rubbed his fingers across the faded letters. “Leena would have wanted me to.”

“Can I see?” Reluctantly, Dolph handed the fragile scrap over to Nibs, who studied it through the thick lenses of his spectacles, his face serious with concentration as he tried to decipher the Latin. “Have you figured it out? What book do you think she means?”

“I can’t be sure, but I think she means the Book.”

Nibs glanced up at him over the rims of his spectacles, confusion and curiosity lighting his eyes. “The Book?”

Dolph nodded. “The Ars Arcana.”

Surprise flashed across Nibsy’s face. “The Book of Mysteries?” He handed the scrap back with a frown. “That’s only a myth. A legend.”

“Maybe it is, but there are too many stories about a book that holds the secrets of magic for there not to be some truth to them,” Dolph said, accepting the scrap with careful fingers.

“There are?”

Dolph nodded. “Some stories claim the Ars Arcana might be the Book of Thoth, an ancient tome created and used by the Egyptian god of wisdom and magic, lost when the dynasties fell. Others say it was a record of the beginning of magic, stolen from a temple in Babylon before the city crumbled. They all end with the Book’s disappearance.” Dolph shrugged. “What’s to say that someone didn’t find it? What’s to say the stories aren’t true? If the Ars Arcana is real, what’s to say the Order doesn’t have it? Look at the devastation the Brink has wrought. . . .”

“But the Order—”

“The Order’s power had to come from something,” Dolph said irritably. “They aren’t Mageus. They don’t have a natural affinity for magic, so how did they come to have the power they wield now, even defiled as it is?”

Nibs shook his head. “I’ve never really thought about it.”

“I have. Who’s to say that this book isn’t the Book? What else would Leena have been willing to sacrifice herself for?”

Nibs hesitated. “What will you do?”

“I don’t know.” Dolph let out a tired breath and placed the scrap on the desk before him. “Leena was no green girl. If anyone could handle themselves against the Order, it would have been her. Even you didn’t see how badly it would turn out.”

“I’m sorry. . . .”

“I don’t blame you. It was her choice, and mine. But I don’t know if I can make that choice for anyone else.”

“But Leena’s message . . .” Nibs frowned. “What if this book—the Ars Arcana, or whatever it is—what if it is the key to our freedom?”

“I don’t know if I can ask anyone else to put themselves at that kind of risk for a hunch.”

“They’re already at risk,” Nibs said. “Every day more come to this city, believing they’ve found a haven only to find themselves in a prison instead. Every day, more and more Mageus arrive and become trapped by the Brink—by the Order.”

“You think I don’t know that?” Dolph grumbled, tipping the bottle up again and frowning when he found it empty.

“They need someone to protect them. To lead them.” Nibs took the bottle from Dolph.

It can’t be me.

Dolph rubbed his chin, and the growth of whiskers there surprised him. Leena would have hated it. She liked his face clean and smooth and often ran her fingers over his skin, leaving trails of warmth behind.

She used to run her fingers over his skin, he corrected himself. But she’d been gone for months now, and Dolph hadn’t felt anything since then except for the ice lodged in his chest. And the emptiness that filled his very soul.

“I can’t lead them, Nibs. Not anymore.”

The boy cocked his head, expectant, but didn’t push.

“It’s gone.”

An uneasy silence grew between them as Dolph wondered if he’d ever been so young. By the time he was sixteen, he’d already put together his own crew. He’d already started on this mistake of a journey to change their fortunes. He had just over a decade on Nibs, but those years had aged him. And the past few months had hardened him more than an entire lifetime of regrets could have.

“Everything is gone?” the boy asked carefully.

Dolph licked his dry lips. “Not everything, no. But when I reached through to get Leena, the Brink took enough.”

“The marks?”

“I can’t feel them anymore. I won’t be able to control them either.” He met Nibs’ questioning eyes. “They won’t fear me if they know.”

“So we don’t let them know.” Nibs gave him a long, hard look. “Control doesn’t have anything to do with fear. Control is all about making them think following you is their idea.”

“If they find out, they’ll turn, and without Leena—”

“Even without Leena, you still have Viola for protection. You’re not defenseless.”

Nibs was right. Leena’s ability to defuse the affinities of anyone around him who meant to do them harm had helped him build his holdings, but Viola could kill a man without touching him. He was making excuses, running scared, and that was something he’d never done before.

“Do it for her,” Nibs urged. “If she sent you this message, it’s what she wanted. Going after the Book, going after the Order, don’t you think it’s what she intended for you to do?”

“Fine. Put some people on it—people we trust. But I don’t want word getting out about what we’re looking for. If anyone else found out that the Ars Arcana exists . . .” He didn’t finish the thought, but they both understood how dangerous it could be if others knew that he was after it. A book that could hold the secrets of magic? Whoever had it could be as unstoppable as the Order.

Which meant that Dolph had to be sure to get it first.

“I’ll get on it,” Nibs said, “but would you do me a favor?”

“What now?” Dolph asked, furrowing his brow in irritation.

“Get yourself a bath or something. The gutter out back smells better than you do.”



ISHTAR’S KEY


Present Day—Orchard Street

The first indication that something was wrong was the entrance to Professor Lachlan’s Orchard Street building. When Dakari got them back, the building looked the same from the outside, but inside, things had changed. There was a new, ultramodern lobby, complete with a security desk and a guard she’d never seen before. And extra security measures on every floor, at every door.

The building had always been something of a fortress, an odd place to call home, but now its austerity made the unseen threats outside its walls seem that much more foreboding.

But that wasn’t the worst of it.

The brightly lit workroom in the basement of their building, where Mari once had produced everything the team needed, was nothing more than a dusty storage closet. Esta had returned from 1926 to find Mari was gone.

It wasn’t just that Mari was no longer part of their team. Mari no longer even existed.

Esta had used every skill she’d learned over the years from Professor Lachlan to look for her friend. She’d searched immigration records and ancestry registries for some sign of Mari or her family, but instead Esta had found the unsettling evidence that her world had somehow changed.

It was more than Mari’s disappearance. Small shifts and subtle differences told Esta the Order of Ortus Aurea had grown stronger and become emboldened in the late twenties and beyond, when they hadn’t before. Waves of deportations. Riots that hadn’t existed before. A change in who had been president here and there. All the evidence showed that the Order was more powerful now than they had been before Esta and Logan went to steal the Pharaoh’s Heart.

With shaking hands, Esta did the one search she’d been dreading—the night of the heist. She had to know if that had been the source of the changes. She had to be sure.

She wasn’t surprised to find herself inserted in the historical record where she never should have been. Not by name, of course. No one there that night could have known who she was. But she found a small article that talked about the break-in and the theft of the Pharaoh’s Heart.

They knew she’d taken the real dagger.

And from the sparse two inches of print, it was clear they knew that Mageus were behind it.

She’d underestimated the danger they faced. She’d been raised to defeat the Order, trained since she was a young girl in all the skills necessary to do just that. Esta had read the history—public and private—and spent her childhood learning about the devastating effects the Order had on Mageus in the past. She trained daily with Dakari so that she could fight and defend herself against any attack, and still she hadn’t truly understood. Maybe it was because the Order of Ortus Aurea and all they’d done so long ago seemed more like myth than reality. The stories had been so monstrous, but in actuality, the Order itself had always been little more than a shadow haunting the periphery of Esta’s vision, the boogeyman in her unopened closet. It had been so easy to slip through time, to take things from right under their noses, that she’d never understood . . . not really.

Yes, the Order had created the Brink, and yes, that invisible barrier had effectively stripped the country of magic—and Mageus—over the years. Maybe there had once been a time when everyone knew magic existed, and certainly there was a time when people feared and persecuted those who had it, but by the end of the twentieth century, old magic—natural magic—had been mostly forgotten. A fairy tale. And as the public forgot magic, they forgot their fears. The Order had gone underground. It was still a threat to those few Mageus left, of course, but without public support, it operated in secret and its strikes were limited.

The changes in the Professor’s building, the small differences in the history books, and, most personally, the erasure of Mari’s very existence made Esta think that might no longer be the case.

She had caused this.

In the choices she’d made, she had somehow traded Logan’s life for Mari’s, traded the relative safety that had been her life for this other, unknown future. She hadn’t even realized that was possible.

She had known that traveling to other times carried risks, but Professor Lachlan had taught her that time was something like a book: You could remove a page, scratch out a word here and there, and the story remained the same except for the small gaps. He had always believed it would take something monumental to change the ending.

Apparently exposing her powers to save Logan had been enough.

•  •  •

Three days after she brought Logan back, Esta found herself sitting at the end of his bed, watching his slow, steady breathing. He’d lost a lot of blood, and Dakari’s affinity for healing hadn’t been strong enough to stave off the infection his body was fighting. He still hadn’t come to.

It wasn’t that she’d ever been particularly close to Logan, but he was a part of the Professor’s team. They needed him. And seeing him pale and so very still shook her more than she would have expected.

She knew the moment Professor Lachlan entered the room, his soft steps punctuated by the click of the crutch he used. Esta didn’t turn to greet him, though, not even when he took a few steps through the door and paused as he often did when he had something to discuss with her.

“Don’t say it. Please—don’t even say it.”

“Perhaps I was going to thank you for saving him.”

“Bull.” She did turn then. Professor Lachlan hadn’t moved from the doorway. He was leaning, as usual, on his silver crutch.

She wasn’t sure exactly how old he was, but despite his advanced years, the Professor was still fit and slender. He was dressed in the same uniform of tweed pants and a rumpled oxford shirt he’d worn when lecturing to scores of undergraduates at Columbia over the years. He was a small man, not much taller than Esta herself when he straightened, and at first glance most people overlooked him, often dismissing him as too old to be worth worrying about.

Most people were idiots.

The cataracts that had plagued him for years clouded his eyes, but even so, they were astute, alert.  Three days ago, when she’d told him what had happened and tried to explain about Mari, he’d simply listened with the same impassive expression he usually wore, and then he’d dismissed her.  They hadn’t talked since.

“You were going to tell me I broke the most important rule,” Esta said. She’d been waiting for this lecture for three days now. “I put us all at risk by blowing our cover and exposing what we were to the Order. I already know that,” she said, feeling the pang of Mari’s loss more sharply.

“Well, then. It’s good of you to save me the trouble.” He didn’t smile. “We need to talk,” he said after a moment. “Come with me.”

He didn’t wait for her agreement, so Esta didn’t have much choice but to leave Logan and follow the Professor down the hall to the elevator. They rode the ancient machine in silence, the cage vibrating and rattling as it made its way to the top of the building he owned. It had once been filled with individual apartments, but now Professor Lachlan owned all of it. She’d grown up in those narrow hallways, and it was the only home she could remember. It had been a strange childhood filled with adults and secrets—at least until Logan arrived.

When the doors opened, they stepped directly into the Professor’s library, its walls lined floor-to-ceiling with books. These weren’t like the unread, gilded spines of Schwab’s books, though. Professor Lachlan’s shelves were packed with volumes covered in faded leather or worn cloth, most cracked and broken from years of use.

No one had a collection like his. He’d purchased most of the volumes in his personal library under false names. Others, he’d had Esta liberate from reluctant owners over the years. Many of his colleagues knew his collection was large, but no one knew how extensive it was, how deep its secrets went—not even the members of his own team. In truth, no one dead or alive knew as much about the secrets New York held as James Lachlan did. Esta had spent almost every day of her childhood in that room, studying for hours, learning everything she needed to blend in during any time in the city’s history.

She’d hated those hours. It was time she would have rather spent on one of their daily walks, the long, winding strolls that Professor Lachlan used to teach her the city, street by street. Or better, prowling through the city herself, practicing her skills at lifting a wallet, or sparring with Dakari in the training room. The long hours she’d spent learning in that room had served her well, though. That knowledge had gotten her and Logan out of more than one tough spot.

But it hadn’t helped at Schwab’s mansion. She made a mental note to do more research on the blond—Jack—whoever he was. If their paths crossed again, she’d be ready.

Professor Lachlan made his way slowly into the room, straightening a pile of papers and books as he went. Clearly, he was in no hurry to get to his point.

It was a test, she knew. A familiar test, and one she was destined to fail.

“You said we needed to talk?” she asked, unable to stand his silence any longer.

The Professor regarded her with the expression he often wore, the one that kept even the people closest to him from knowing his thoughts. He might have made an excellent poker player, if he’d ever cared to gamble. But he never did anything unless he was already sure how it would turn out.

“Patience, girl,” he told her, his usual rebuke when he thought she’d acted impulsively—which was all too often, in his opinion.

He took a few more labored steps toward his desk, his lined face creasing with the effort. When his cane slipped and he stumbled, she was at his arm in an instant.

“You should sit,” she said, but he waved her off with a look that had her stepping back.

He hated it when anyone fussed. He never wanted to admit that he might need some fussing every so often.

Never expose your weaknesses, he’d taught her. The minute someone knows where you’re soft, they can drive in the knife.

“I don’t have time to sit.” He leveled an unreadable stare in her direction. “You allowed a member of the Order to see you.” His tone made it clear that the words were meant to scold as much as to inform.

“What was I supposed to do?” she asked, lifting her chin. “Leave Logan? I saved his life. I brought him back to you. I kept our team together.”

Professor Lachlan’s expression didn’t so much as flicker, but something in the air between them changed. “You lost sight of your assignment.”

“I got the dagger.”

His mouth went tight. “Yes, but that wasn’t the only thing you took, was it?”

“I tried to give you the diamond.”

“I didn’t send you to steal diamonds. If you had been on time, as was planned, none of this would have happened.”

“I can’t say that I’m sorry,” she told him, forcing herself to meet his eyes. “I saw an opportunity, and I took it. Just like you taught me.”

“You did, didn’t you?” He studied her. “You’ve always been a good student, possibly even better than Logan—though not as disciplined—but your impulsiveness had consequences this time.”

She’d learned long ago not to flinch under the weight and expectation of the Professor’s stare, so she didn’t now. But the reminder of her mistakes hit its mark.

Her throat went tight. “What do you want me to do? I can go back, fix it.”

“What would you do? Try to stop yourself ?” Professor Lachlan shook his head. “I don’t know if it’s even possible. And I won’t risk any more damage to the stone for a fool’s errand.” He pinned Esta with his steady, patient stare just as he’d done since she was a small girl. “What’s done is done. We go on from here. As always.”

“But the Order,” she reminded him. “You said yourself, they’ve seen me now.” She looked up at him, forcing herself to meet his eyes the way he had taught her when she was a girl. “The whole point of stealing from the past is so the Order can’t see me coming, but now they’ll know. They might even be waiting for me.” I’m useless to you, she couldn’t stop herself from thinking.

And if that were true, what role could she play in the Professor’s world? If she couldn’t do the job he had groomed her for, where would she belong?

“They saw you in 1926, true. But that only means they’ll know who and what you are after that point.” He gave her a look that said she should have figured that much out on her own.

Understanding hit. “But not before,” she whispered.

“No, not before,” he agreed.

“There has to be plenty to take from the years before the twenties.”

Professor Lachlan leveled another indecipherable look in her direction that had her falling silent as he made his way steadily past the stacks of old newspapers and books to the large wall safe at the far side of his office.

He placed his hand against the sensor, and when the lock released, he took a large box from the recesses of the vault. Esta kept quiet and didn’t bother to ask him if he needed help with it, not even when it was clear he did. Finally, he managed to make his way to the large desk that stood at the midpoint of the room.

The heavy oak table was covered in piles of papers and stacks of books. Setting the box on one of the smaller piles, he sank into a straight-backed chair and set the crutch aside before he bothered to speak.

“Back when I found you wandering alone in Seward Park, I wasn’t in the market for a child. But when I discovered what you could do—your affinity for time—I realized you could be the key to my plans,” he said, leaning forward in his chair. “It’s why I’ve spent the last twelve years training you, teaching you everything you would need to know to go to any point in the city’s past and take care of yourself.

“I didn’t adopt you because I wanted to steal shiny baubles and old journals,” he said, his voice twisting with his annoyance. He stopped short then, as though realizing he’d let his emotions get away from him, and then started again, more measured this time. “This has never been about getting rich, girl. Each of the jobs you’ve done has had a purpose.” He opened the box. “I needed information, and that information led me to the various treasures you’ve managed to bring me.”

One by one he took the objects out of the box.

“You’re familiar with the Pharaoh’s Heart,” he said as he removed the newly stolen dagger from the bag. “But your first real piece was the Djinni’s Star.”

He took out a heavy necklace that Esta remembered taking from an Upper East Side jeweler four or five years back. In the platinum settings was a rare turquoise that seemed to hold an entire galaxy within its blue depths.

“And I’m sure you’ll remember the Delphi’s Tear,” he said, holding out an agate ring with a stone so clear and pure it looked almost liquid.

Of course she remembered. She was barely thirteen when she’d slipped it off the finger of a socialite sometime in the 1960s. It had been the first of the pieces she’d taken from the past and the first piece she’d stolen with Logan’s help. He’d been an unexpected—and not altogether welcome—addition to the Professor’s crew. Esta hadn’t been happy when Professor Lachlan had introduced Logan, the nephew of one of his contacts. She’d seen it as a sign that she wasn’t trusted enough, that Professor Lachlan didn’t think she was ready to go out on her own. She’d been even less happy when they’d all gone together, with each of them taking one of her hands to slip back through to the midcentury city. Logan had found the ring, and she’d taken it. And she’d hated him a little for being so necessary.

He’d won her over, though—too fast. She’d been young and didn’t have much experience with anyone outside the Professor’s small circle, so she didn’t know at first to look beyond his charm. She’d fallen for it, until she realized that everything was a game to Logan. It wasn’t that he was heartless or uncaring. He was as dedicated and loyal to the team—and to Professor Lachlan—as she was. But whether it was a shiny jewel or a never-been-kissed girl, he was only interested in the chase. And once the chase was over . . .

“Then there’s the Dragon’s Eye,” Professor Lachlan said, bringing Esta’s attention back to the present moment as he removed a glittering tiara from the box.  At its center was a large piece of amber so flecked with gold that it practically glowed.

She’d found that piece in Chinatown sometime in the forties. She’d been fourteen, and it was the first big job they’d done without Professor Lachlan escorting them. By then she’d accepted what Logan was and had forgiven him for making her think he was something more. She’d even formed a begrudging friendship with him. Professor Lachlan needed and trusted Logan, and she trusted Professor Lachlan. So that was that.

“And then there’s the Key.” Finally, he pulled out the most familiar treasure of all—Ishtar’s Key. The rock was a strange, dark, opal-like stone that glimmered with a deep rainbow of colors. Set into an arm cuff that fit perfectly against Esta’s own biceps, it was the stone that allowed her to slip vertically through the layers of time. Her stomach sank when she saw the jagged line bisecting its smooth surface, the reminder of yet another consequence of her mistakes.

When they’d finally gotten back to their building on Orchard Street, Esta had discovered the crack. The only explanation was that she’d used it too much without giving it time to cool, but they didn’t know what it might mean for the stone’s power. She hoped it was a positive sign that even from across the room, its familiar warmth and energy still called to her.

Looking at the objects on the table was like looking at her own history, but she understood that there was more to the display than a walk down memory lane. Seeing the five objects there on his desk, she could tell there was a pattern she hadn’t previously understood.

Professor Lachlan ran his finger over the crack in Ishtar’s Key, pausing thoughtfully before he spoke. “These five stones were once in the possession of the Ortus Aurea. Back when the Order was at the very pinnacle of its strength, it kept them in a secure room called the Mysterium, a vault deep within their headquarters in Khafre Hall. Only the highest circles ever had access to them, but their existence was the very source of the Order’s power, until they were stolen.”

She looked up at him. “Stolen?”

Professor Lachlan opened one of his notebooks and flipped through it until he found a page with a yellowed piece of newsprint taped onto it. He turned the book so Esta could read the story.

“Back in 1902, a group of Mageus attempted to take down the Order,” he explained, pointing at the clipping. “They broke into the Mysterium and stole the Order’s most important treasures. But one of the crew double-crossed the rest, and the job went off the rails.  The crew scattered, and the artifacts disappeared.”

She scanned over the faded column of print. “This is a story about a fire,” she said, confused. There was no mention of a robbery.

“Of course it is. The Order couldn’t let anyone know what had really happened. If word got out that they’d been robbed of such important treasures—by the very people they were trying to control, no less—they would have looked weak. It would have put them at risk for more groups to try retaliating. They hid their losses. They hid their failures. They pretended nothing had happened, that everything was the same.

“It worked, for a while at least. I’ve already taught you about the early years of the last century. You know how dangerous this city was for anyone with the old magic—the fires, the raids disguised as simple policing to protect the city. And there was always the Brink. Stealing the Order’s artifacts didn’t change any of that. But as the years passed, the old magic began to fade and be forgotten. New generations were weaker than the ones who had come before, and the city began to forget its fear.

“The Order never forgot, though. For years the highest members of the Order tried to find these pieces and bring them back together, but because of the work we’ve done, they’ve never managed to. Occasionally a piece would pop up at an auction, like the one at Schwab’s mansion, or rumors of another would surface, but since that original theft, these pieces have never been in the same room.” The Professor smiled, his old eyes sparking. “Until now.”

He didn’t have to tell Esta that there was something about the various stones that made them more than they appeared. Just as Ishtar’s Key called to her, the artifacts together seemed to saturate the entire space with a warm, heady energy.

“You see,” he continued, “there has been a method to what we’ve done these past years. One by one, I discovered the fate of the stones. One by one, I’ve collected them and kept them safe. But it’s not enough. Everything we’ve done has only been a prelude to one item, the last of the artifacts.” He leaned forward. “I’ve been more than careful, or haven’t you noticed? Each job has been a little farther back, each one a little more challenging. I was getting you ready for the one job that means everything.”

Esta straightened a bit. Professor Lachlan was still willing to trust her. He still needed her.

“What’s the mark?” she asked, her voice filled with a bone-deep desire to prove herself to him.

He smiled then. “We need the final item that was stolen that day. A book.”

Esta couldn’t hide her disappointment. She’d stolen plenty of books for him over the years. “You want me to get another book?”

“No, not another book.” His old eyes gleamed. “You’re going to get the Book—the Ars Arcana.”

Even with all her training and the many, many hours she’d spent learning about the city and about the Order, Esta had never heard that particular term before. Her confusion must have shown.

“It’s a legendary book, a text rumored to be as old as magic itself,” he explained with a twist of impatience. “For years it was under the Order’s control, and I believe it can tell me how to use these stones to topple the Order once and for all. Imagine it, girl—the few Mageus left wouldn’t have to hide who we are anymore. We’d be free.”

Free. Esta wasn’t sure what that word even meant. She loved her city, had never really thought about or yearned for a life outside it. But Professor Lachlan was looking at her with an expression of hope and warmth. “Tell me where it is, and it’s yours,” Esta said.

“Well, that’s where it gets tricky.” Professor Lachlan’s expression darkened. “The Book was lost. Probably destroyed.”

“Destroyed?”

Professor Lachlan nodded. “One of the team double-crossed the rest. He took the Book and disappeared. If the Book still existed, I would have found it by now. Or Logan would have.” His eyes lit again. “That’s why you have to stop the traitor before he can disappear. If you can save the Book and bring it back here, it would change everything.”

Anticipation singing in her blood, Esta kept herself calm, determined. “Who is he? Where do I find him?”

Studying her a moment longer, Professor Lachlan’s mouth turned up ever so slightly. It wasn’t a real smile, but it was enough to tell her that she’d started to win back a measure of his approval. “The spring of 1902, when the heist happened,” he said, tapping the news clipping. “You’re going to have to go back further than you’ve ever gone before. The city was a different place then.”

“I can handle it,” she said.

“You don’t understand. . . . Magic was different back then. Now the city is practically empty of magic. Now people think magic is a myth. But back then the streets would have felt electric. People knew that the old magic existed, and they feared those who held it. Back then there was still the feeling in the air that something was about to start. Everyone was picking sides.”

“I know,” she told him. “You’ve taught me all of this.”

“Maybe I did.” He sighed as he lifted Esta’s cuff from the table and examined it, frowning as he studied the crack in the stone. “But I’m still not sure you’re ready. This last job makes me wonder . . .”

Esta wanted to reach for the cuff, but she held back. It wasn’t exactly hers—the Professor only permitted her to wear it when he needed something from the past. Otherwise, he kept it safe in his vault. Still, the cuff had always felt like hers, ever since the first time he’d slipped it onto her arm a little more than six years ago, when she was eleven years old, and shown her that she was meant for more than lifting fat wallets out of tourists’ pockets.

“I won’t disappoint you again,” she promised.

He didn’t offer her the cuff, though. He was still punishing her, however gently. Teasing her with the promise of the stone but reminding her who Ishtar’s Key—and the power that came with it—really belonged to.
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