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It is not often that someone comes along

who is a true friend and a good writer.
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THE THIEF


1902—New York

The Thief turned her back on the city—on everything she had once been and on all the lies she had once believed. The ache of loss had honed her, and the weight of memory had pressed her into something new—hard and cold as a diamond. The Thief carried the memory of those losses as a weapon against what was to come as she faced the span of the great bridge.

The dark road spooled out before her, leading onward to where night had already bruised the horizon, its shadow falling over the low-slung buildings and the bare treetops of a land she’d never thought to visit. Measured in steps, the distance wasn’t all that great, but between her and that other shore stood the Brink, with all its devastating power.

At her side stood the Magician. Once he had been her enemy. Always he had been her equal. Now he was her ally, and she had risked everything to come back for him. He shuddered, but whether it was from the cold evening air on his bare arms or from the reality of what they needed to do—the impossibility of it—the Thief couldn’t be sure.

His voice came to her, a hushed whisper in the wind. “A day ago I had planned to die. I thought I was ready, but . . .” He glanced over at her, his storm-cloud eyes revealing everything he wasn’t saying.

“This will work,” she reassured him, not because she knew it was true but because there was no other option. She might not be able to change the past, might not be able to save the innocent or rewrite her mistakes and regrets, but she would change the future.

Behind them, a streetcar approached, sending vibrations through the track beneath their feet.

They couldn’t be seen there.

“Give me your hand,” the Thief commanded.

The Magician glanced at her, a question in his eyes, but she held out her bare hand, ready. With one touch he would be able read her every hope and fear. With one touch he could turn her from this path. Better to know where his heart stood now.

A moment later his hand caught hers, palm to palm.

The coolness of his skin barely registered, because when her skin touched his, power sizzled against her palm. She’d felt his affinity’s warmth before, but what she felt now was something new. A wave of unfamiliar energy licked against her skin, testing her boundaries as though searching for a way into her.

The Book.

He’d tried to explain—tried to warn her after she had returned from the future he’d sent her to, a future he’d thought was safe. All that power is in me, he’d said.

She hadn’t understood. Until now.

Now the familiar warmth of his affinity was overwhelmed by a stronger magic, a power that had once been contained in the pages of the Ars Arcana the Thief had tucked into her skirts—a book that people she loved had lied and fought and died for. Now its power was beginning to creep upward, wrapping around her wrist, solid and heavy as the silver cuff she wore on her arm.

At the edges of her consciousness, the Thief thought she heard voices whispering.

“Stop it,” she told him through clenched teeth.

His response came out clipped, strained. “I’m trying.”

When she looked over at him, his expression was pained, but his eyes were bright, their irises flashing with colors she could not have named. He drew in a breath, his nostrils flaring slightly with the effort, and a moment later the colors in his eyes faded until they were his usual stormy gray. The warmth vining around her arm receded, and the voices she’d heard scratching at the boundaries of her mind went quiet.

Together they began to walk. Away from their city, their only home. Away from her regrets and failures.

As they passed the first set of brick and steel arches, each step was one more toward their possible end. This close to the Brink, its cold energy warned anyone with an affinity for the old magic to stay away. The Thief could feel it, could sense those icy tendrils of corrupted power clawing at her, at the very heart of what she was.

But the warning didn’t stop her.

Too much had happened. Too many people had been lost, and all because she had been willing to believe in the comfort of lies and too easily led. It was a mistake she wouldn’t repeat. The truth of who and what she was had seared her, burning away all the lies she’d once accepted. About her world. About herself.

That blaze had cauterized her aching regrets and left her a girl of fire. A girl of ash and scars. She carried a taste in her mouth that made her think of vengeance. It stiffened her resolve and kept her feet moving. Because after everything that had happened, all that she had learned, she had nothing left to lose.

She had everything left to lose.

Brushing aside the dark thought, the Thief took a deep, steadying breath and found the spaces between the seconds that hung suspended around her. Once she had not thought of time, or her ability to manipulate it, as anything particularly special. She knew better now. Time was the quintessence of existence—Aether—the substance that held the world together. Now she appreciated the way she could sense everything—the air and the light, matter itself—tugging against the net of time.

How could she have missed this? It was all so startlingly clear.

The streetcar’s bell clanged out its warning again, and this time she didn’t hesitate to use her affinity to pull the seconds until they ran slow. As the world went still around her, the rumble of the streetcar died away into silence. And the Thief’s breath caught in a strangled gasp.

“Esta?” the Magician asked, fear cracking his voice. “What’s wrong?”

“Can’t you see it?” she asked, not bothering to hide her wonder.

Before her the Brink shimmered in the light of the setting sun, its power fluctuating haphazardly in ribbons of energy. Visible. Almost solid. They were every color she had ever imagined and some she didn’t have names for. Like the colors that had flashed in the Magician’s eyes, they were beautiful. Terrible.

“Come on,” she told the Magician, leading him toward the barrier. She could see the path they would take, the spaces between the coiling tendrils of power that would let them slide through untouched.

They were in the middle of the swirling colors, the Magician’s hand like a vise around hers, cold and damp with his fear, when she noticed the darkness. It started at the edges of her vision, like the black spots you see after a flash of light. Nothing more than wisps at first, the darkness slowly bled into her vision like ink in water.

Before, the spaces between the seconds had been easy to find and grab hold of, but now they seemed to be slipping away, the substance of them dissolving as if eaten by the same darkness filling her vision.

“Run,” she said as she felt her hold on time slipping.

“What?” The Magician looked over at her, his eyes now shadowed with the creeping blackness as well.

She stumbled, her legs suddenly like rubber beneath her. The cold power of the Brink was sliding against her skin like a blade. Everything was going dark, and the world around her was fading into nothing.

“Run!”
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THE WHITE LADY


1902—New York

The white lady was dying, and there wasn’t a thing that Cela Johnson could do about it. Cela’s nose wrinkled as she approached the lump of rags and filth in the corner. The smell of sweat and piss and something like decay was thick in the air. It was the decay—the sweet ripeness of it—that told Cela the woman wouldn’t make it through the week. Maybe not even through the night. Felt like Death himself had already arrived in the room and was just sitting around, waiting for the right moment.

Cela wished Death would hurry up already. Her brother, Abel, was due home the next evening, and if he found the woman in the house, there’d be hell to pay.

She’d been damned stupid for agreeing to keep the woman, not that she could fathom what had possessed her to accept Harte Darrigan’s request two nights before. Cela liked the magician well enough—he was one of the few at the theater who bothered to looked her in the eye when he talked to her—and she supposed she did owe him for making Esta that gown of stars behind his back. But she certainly didn’t owe him enough to be putting up with his dope fiend of a mother.

But Harte had always been too slick for his own good. He was like the paste stones she fixed to the performers’ costumes: To the audience, her creations sparkled like they were covered in precious gems—but that was all lights and smoke. Her garments may have been well made, her seams straight and her stitching true, but there was nothing real about the sparkle and shine. Up close, you could tell easy enough that the stones were nothing but polished glass.

Harte was a little like that. The problem was, most people couldn’t see past the shine.

Though she probably shouldn’t think so uncharitably of the dead. She’d heard about what happened at the Brooklyn Bridge earlier that day. He’d attempted some fool trick and ended up jumping to his death instead. Which meant he wouldn’t be coming back for his mother, as he’d told her he would.

Still . . . As much as Darrigan might have been all spit and polish on the surface, like the straight, evenly stitched seams in her costumes, there was something beneath that was sturdy and true. Cela had suspected that much all along, but she knew it for the truth when he’d appeared on her doorstep, cradling the filthy woman like she was the most precious of cargo. She supposed she owed it to him now to honor his last wishes by seeing his mother through to the other side.

Two days ago the woman had been so deep in an opium dream that nothing would rouse her. But it wasn’t long before the opium had worn off and the moaning had begun. The laudanum-laced wine Harte had left had lasted less than a day, but the woman’s pain had lasted far longer. At least she seemed to be peaceful now.

With a sigh, Cela knelt next to her, careful not to get her skirts too dirty on the cellar’s floor. The old woman wasn’t sleeping, as Cela had first thought. Her eyes were glassy, staring into the darkness of the ceiling above, and her chest rose and fell unevenly. There was a wet-sounding rattle in her shallow breaths that confirmed Cela’s suspicions. Harte’s mother would be dead by morning.

Maybe she should have felt worse about that, but she’d promised Harte that she’d look after the old woman and make her comfortable, not that she’d save her. After all, Cela was a seamstress, not a miracle worker, and Harte’s mother—Molly O’Doherty, he’d called her—was far past saving. Anyone could see that.

Still, the woman—no matter how low life had laid her or how much she stank—deserved a bit of comfort in her final moments. Cela took the bowl of clean, warm water she’d brought with her to the cellar and gently mopped the woman’s brow and the crusted spittle around her mouth, but the woman didn’t so much as stir.

As Cela finished cleaning the woman up as well as she could without disturbing her, she heard footsteps at the top of the wooden stairs.

“Cela?” It was Abel, her older brother, who shouldn’t have been home yet. He was a Pullman porter on the New York Central line, and he should have been on his way back from Chicago, not standing in their stairwell.

“That you, Abe?” she called, easing herself up from the floor and smoothing her hair back from her face. The dampness of the cellar was surely making it start to curl up around her temples. “I thought your train wasn’t due until tomorrow?”

“Switched with someone for an earlier berth.” She heard him start down the steps. “What’re you doing down there?”

“I’m coming up now.” She grabbed a jar of peaches—an excuse for being down in the cellar—and started up the steps before he could come all the way down. “I was just getting some fruit for tonight’s dinner.”

Above her, Abe was still dressed in his uniform. His eyes were ringed with fatigue—probably from taking a back-to-back shift to get home—but he was smiling at her with their father’s smile.

Abel Johnson Sr. had been a tall, wiry man with the build of someone who used his hands for a living. He’d been killed in the summer of 1900, when the city had erupted in riots after Arthur Harris had been arrested for stabbing some white man who’d turned out to be a plainclothes policeman. Her father didn’t have anything to do with it, but that hadn’t stopped him from being caught up in the hate and the fury that had swept through the city during those hot months.

Some days Cela thought she could hardly remember her father’s voice or the sound of his laugh, as though he was already fading from her memory. But it helped that Abe wore her father’s smile almost every day.

Times like this, it struck her just how much her brother resembled her father. Same tall, wiry build. Same high forehead and square chin. Same lines of worry and exhaustion etched into his too-young face from the long hours of working on the rail lines. But he wasn’t exactly the spitting image of his namesake. The deep-set eyes that were a warm chestnut brown flecked with gold, and the red undertones of his skin—those features were from their mother. Cela’s own skin was a good bit darker, more like the burnished brown of her father’s.

Abel’s expression brightened at her mention of food. “You making me something good?”

She frowned. Because she’d been too wrapped up in caring for the old woman to go to the market, she didn’t have anything but the jar of peaches in her hand. “Considering that I wasn’t planning on you being home until tomorrow night? You’ll have to settle for porridge with peaches, same as what I was planning on making for myself.”

His expression fell, and he looked so forlorn that she had to hold back her laugh. She gathered up her skirts and took a few more steps. “Oh, don’t look so—”

Before she could finish, a soft moaning came from the darkness of the cellar.

Abe went completely still. “You hear that?”

“What?” Cela asked, inwardly cursing herself and the old woman just the same. “I didn’t hear nothing at all.” She took another step up toward where Abel was waiting. But the stupid old woman let out another moan, which had Abel’s expression bunching. Cela pretended that she didn’t hear it. “You know this old building . . . probably just a rat or something.”

Abel started to descend the narrow staircase. “Rats don’t make that kind of noise.”

“Abe,” she called, but he already had the lamp out of her hand and was pushing past her. She closed her eyes and waited for the inevitable outburst, and when it came, she gave herself—and Abel—a moment before trudging back to the cellar.

“What the hell is going on, Cela?” he asked, crouched over the woman in the corner. The material of his navy porter’s uniform was pulled tight across his shoulders, and he had his nose tucked into his shirt. She couldn’t blame him—the woman stank. There was nothing for it.

“You don’t need to worry about it,” Cela told him, crossing her arms. Maybe it was a stupid decision to help out the magician, but it had been her decision. As much as Abe thought it was his duty to take up where their father left off, Cela wasn’t a child anymore. She didn’t need her older brother to approve every little thing she did, especially when five days of seven he wasn’t even around.

“I don’t need to worry about it?” Abe asked, incredulous. “There’s a white woman unconscious in my cellar, and I don’t need to worry about it? What have you gotten yourself into this time?”

“It’s our cellar,” she told him, emphasizing the word. Left to them both by their parents. “And I haven’t gotten myself into anything. I’m helping a friend,” she answered, her shoulders squared.

“She your friend?” Abe’s face shadowed with disbelief.

“No. I promised a friend I’d keep her comfortable, until she . . .” But it seemed wrong, somehow, to speak Death’s name when he was sitting in the room with them. “It’s not like she’s got much time left.”

“That doesn’t help anything, Cela. Do you know what could happen to us if someone found out she was here?” Abel asked. “How are we supposed to explain a white woman dying in our cellar? We could lose this building. We could lose everything.”

“Nobody knows she’s here,” Cela said, even as her insides squirmed. Why had she agreed to do this? She wished she could go back and slap herself to the other side of tomorrow for even considering to help Harte. “You and I, we’re the only ones with keys to the cellar. None of the tenants upstairs know anything about this. They don’t need to know anything. She’ll be gone before the night is over, and then you won’t have to worry about it. You weren’t even supposed to be home,” she told him, as though that made any difference at all.

“So you were going behind my back?”

“It’s my house too,” Cela said, squaring her shoulders. “And I’m not a complete idiot. I got compensated for my trouble.”

“You got compensated.” Abe’s voice was hollow.

She told him about the ring she had stitched into her skirts. The setting held an enormous clear stone, probably worth a fortune.

Abel was shaking his head. “You’re just gonna walk up to some fancy East Side jeweler and sell it, are you?”

Cela’s stomach sank. He was right. How did I not think of that? There was no way to sell the ring without raising suspicion. Not that she was going to admit it to him at that particular moment. “It’s security. That’s all.”

“Security is this here building,” Abel told her, lifting his eyes as though he could see through the ceiling above him, to the first floor where they lived, to the second floor the Brown family rented, clear up to the attic, which held a row of cots they leased out to down-on-their-luck single men in the dead of winter. “Security is what our parents gave us when they left us this.”

He wasn’t wrong. Their house had been bought and paid for with their father’s hard work. It meant that no one could turn them away or raise their rent because of the color of their skin. More, it was a testament every day that their mother’s choice in their father had been a good one, no matter what her mother’s family had believed.

The woman moaned again, her breath rattling like Death himself was pulling the air from her chest. The sound had such a forlorn helplessness to it that Cela couldn’t help but crouch over her.

“Cela, are you even hearing me?” Abel asked.

Somehow, the woman’s skin was even more colorless. Her eyes were dull, lifeless. Cela reached out tentatively and touched the woman’s cool hand, taking it in hers. The fingertips beneath the nails were already blue. “She’s dying, Abe. This is her time, and whatever mistakes I might have made in bringing her here, I’m not leaving a dying woman alone, no matter what she is or what she isn’t.” Cela looked up at her brother. “Are you?”

His expression was creased in frustration, but a moment later his eyes closed and his shoulders sank. “No, Rabbit,” he said softly, using her childhood nickname. “I suppose not.” He opened his eyes again. “How long do you think she has?”

Cela frowned, staring at the fragile woman. She wasn’t exactly sure. When their mother had passed on from consumption five years before, Cela had been barely twelve years old. Her father had kept her from the sickroom until the very last moments, trying to protect her. He’d always been trying to protect all of them.

“Can’t you hear the death rattle? She’s got hours . . . maybe minutes. I don’t know. Not long, though.” Because the rattle in the old woman’s throat was the one thing she did remember of watching her mother pass on. That sickly, paper-thin rattle that sounded nothing like her sunshine-and-laughter mother. “She’ll be gone before this night is through.”

Together they waited silently for the moment when the woman’s chest would cease to rise or fall.

“What are we going to do when she finally dies?” Abel asked after they’d watched for a long while. “We can’t exactly call someone.”

“When she passes, we’ll wait for the dead of night, and then we’ll take her to St. John’s over on Christopher Street,” Cela said, not really understanding where the impulse came from. But the moment the words were out, she felt sure they were right. “They can care for her there.”

Abel was shaking his head, but he didn’t argue. She could tell he was trying to think of a better option when a loud pounding sounded from the floor above.

Abel’s dark eyes met hers in the flickering lamplight. It was well past ten, too late for a social call. “Someone’s here,” he said, as though Cela couldn’t have figured that out on her own. But his voice held the same worry she felt.

“Maybe just a boarder needing a bed for the night,” she told him.

“Weather’s too nice for that,” he said almost to himself as he stared up at the ceiling. The pounding came again, harder and more urgent than before.

“Just let it be,” she told him. “They’ll go away eventually.”

But Abel shook his head. His eyes were tight. “You wait here, and I’ll see what they want.”

“Abe—”

He never did listen, she thought as he disappeared into the darkness of the staircase that led up to their apartment above. At least he’d left her the lamp.

Cela waited as Abe’s footsteps crossed the floor above her. The pounding stopped, and she could just barely hear the low voices of men.

Then the voices grew into shouts.

The sudden sound of a scuffle had Cela on her feet. But before she could take even a step, the crack of a gun split the silence of the night and the thud of a body hitting the floor pressed the air from her lungs.

No.

There were more footsteps above now. Heavy footsteps made by heavy boots. There were men in their house. In her house.

Abel.

She started to go toward the steps, desperate to get to her brother, but something within her clicked, some primal urge that she could not understand and she could not fight. It was as though her feet had grown roots.

She had to get to her brother. But she could not move.

The papers had been filled with news of the patrols that were combing the city, ransacking private homes and burning them to the ground. The fires had been contained in the immigrant quarters close to the Bowery. The blocks west of Greenwich Village, where her father had bought the building they lived in, had been safe. But Cela knew enough about how quickly things could change that she understood last week’s safety didn’t mean anything today.

There were men in her house.

She could hear their voices, could feel their footfalls vibrating through her as they spread out like they were searching the rooms above. Robbing us? Looking for something?

Abe.

Cela didn’t particularly care. She only needed to make sure Abel was okay. She needed to be upstairs, but her will no longer seemed to be her own.

Without knowing why she did it or what drove her, she turned from the steps that led up into the house her parents had bought ten years before with their hard-earned money and went to the white lady, now clearly lifeless. With the pads of her fingers, Cela closed the newly dead woman’s eyes, saying a short prayer for both of their souls, and then she was climbing the short ramp to the coal chute.

Cela pushed open the doors and climbed out into the cool freshness of the night. Her feet were moving before she could make herself stop, before she could think Abe or No or any of the things that she should have been thinking. She couldn’t have stopped herself from running if she tried, so she was already around the corner and out of sight when the flames started to lick from the windows of the only home she had ever known.



THE BOWERY AFIRE


1902—New York

By the time Jianyu Lee made it from the Brooklyn Bridge to the Bowery, his mind had turned to murder. Ironic that he was set on killing to avenge the man who had once saved him from a life of violence. Jianyu supposed that Dolph Saunders would have been amused by the turn of events. But Dolph was dead. The leader of the Devil’s Own and the one sāi yàn who had never looked at Jianyu with the suspicion that shimmered in the eyes of so many others had been shot in the back by one of his own—by someone he had trusted. Someone they all had trusted.

Nibsy Lorcan.

For Jianyu, it did not matter whether Esta and Harte made it through the Brink, as they planned. If their wild scheme to get through its devastating power worked, he doubted they would ever return. Why should they, if they found freedom on the other side? If he were able to escape from this trap of a city, he would certainly never look back. He would find the first ship heading to the East, to the home he never should have left.

He would see the land that had borne him once again.

He would breathe the clean air of the village where his family lived in Sānnìng and forget his ambitions.

Once he had been so young. So innocent in his headstrong confidence. After his parents had died, his older brother, Siu-Kao, had raised him. Siu-Kao was nearly a decade older and had a wife who, though beautiful, was cunning as a fox. She had married his brother as much for the magic that ran in their family as for the benefit of the family’s farmlands. But when their first child seemed not to have any affinity at all, she began to make clear that Jianyu was no longer welcome in her house. By the time he started to sprout hair beneath his arms, he was so angry at his place in his older brother’s home, so desperate to strike out on his own, that he had decided to leave.

He saw now that his youth had blinded him and his magic had made him reckless. Drawn into one of the packs of roving bandits that were so common in the more impoverished villages throughout Gwóng-dūng, he had lived freely for a time, repudiating his older brother’s control and choosing his own path. But then, he had lingered too long in one town, a tiny hamlet close to the banks of the Zyū Gōng, and had forgotten that magic was not a panacea for stupidity. He had been barely thirteen years of age when he was caught breaking into a local merchant’s home.

Then, he could not have gone back to face his brother. He refused.

Then, he had believed that leaving his homeland and starting anew was his only recourse.

He had not realized that there were places in the world where magic was caged. Now, he knew too well. There was a safety in fealty that he had failed to understand and freedom in the constraints of family duty that he had not appreciated as a boy.

Once, he had thought that, given the chance, he would repent and live the life that had been demanded of him, a life he had once run from. He would not make the same mistakes again.

Why else would he have given his loyalty to Dolph Saunders if not for the promise that one day the Brink would be brought down? Why else would he have kept the queue so many others had already discarded, if not for the hope that one day he would find a way to return to his homeland? Certainly, it would have been easier to cut the long braid that drew curious glances and wary stares—many of his countrymen already had. But cutting his hair would mean a final admission that he would never return.

From what Esta had told him, though, going back to Sānnìng would be pointless if the danger she foresaw ever came to pass. If Nibsy Lorcan managed to obtain the Ars Arcana, the Book that contained the very source of magic, or if he retrieved the Order’s five artifacts—ancient stones that the Order had used to create the Brink and maintain their power—the boy would be unstoppable. No land, no people—Mageus or Sundren—would be safe from the power Nibsy would wield. He would subjugate the Sundren, and he would use his control over Mageus to do so.

Jianyu saw it as his duty now to make sure that future could never be realized. If he could not return to his homeland, he would protect it from Nibsy Lorcan and his like.

Darrigan had left him with very specific instructions: Jianyu must protect the first of the Order’s artifacts—and the woman who carried it. But he did not have much time. Soon the boy Esta had warned them about would arrive—a boy with the power to find lost objects and with knowledge of the future to come. A boy who was loyal to Nibsy. That boy could not be allowed to reach Nibsy, especially not so long as somewhere in the city, one of the Order’s stones lay waiting to be found.

Jianyu would rather risk dying on foreign shores, his bones far from his ancestors, than allow Nibsy Lorcan to win. He would find the artifact and stop this “Logan.” And then Jianyu would kill Nibsy and avenge his murdered friend. Or he would die trying.

As Jianyu made his way through the Bowery, toward his destination in the Village, the scent of ash and soot was heavy in the air. For the last week—ever since Dolph Saunders’ team had robbed the Order of its most powerful artifacts and Khafre Hall had burned to the ground—much of the Lower East Side had been shrouded with smoke. In retaliation for the theft, one fire after another had erupted through the most impoverished neighborhoods of the city. The Order, after all, had a point to make.

Where Hester Street met the wide boulevard that was the Bowery, Jianyu passed the burned-out remains of a tenement. The sidewalk was heaped with the detritus of destroyed lives. The building had once housed Mageus, people who had lived under Dolph’s care. Jianyu wondered where they had gone and who they would depend upon now that Dolph was dead.

As Jianyu walked, he noticed a clutch of dark shadows lurking just beyond the circle of lamplight across from the remains of the building. Paul Kelly’s men. Sundren, all of them, the Five Pointers had nothing to fear from the Order.

Once, the Five Pointers wouldn’t have dared cross Elizabeth Street or come within four blocks of the Bella Strega, Dolph’s saloon. But now they walked the streets Dolph had once protected, their presence a declaration of their intent to occupy. To conquer.

It wasn’t unexpected. As news of Dolph’s death spread, the other gangs would begin to take the territory the Devil’s Own once held. It was no more surprising to see the Five Pointers in the neighborhood than it would be to see Eastman’s gang or any of the rest. If Jianyu had to guess, he suspected that even Tom Lee, the leader of the most powerful tong in Chinatown, would try to take what territory he could.

The Five Pointers were different, though. More dangerous. More ruthless.

They were a newer faction in the Bowery, and because of that they fought like they had something to prove. But unlike the other gangs, Kelly’s boys had managed to procure the protection of Tammany Hall. The year before, the Five Pointers had broken heads and flooded polling places to elect a Tammany puppet to the city council, and ever since, the police overlooked whatever crimes the Five Pointers committed.

It had been bad enough that Kelly had been working in league with the corrupt bosses at Tammany, but during the days preceding Dolph’s death, they had grown more brazen than ever. It had been an unmistakable sign that something was afoot. Everyone in the Strega had known that unrest was stirring in the Bowery, but it was a sign read too poorly and too late.

Feeling exposed, Jianyu drew on his affinity and opened the threads of light cast by the streetlamps. He bent them around himself like a cloak so that the Five Pointers wouldn’t see him pass. Invisible to their predatory vigilance, he allowed himself to relax into the comfort of his magic, the certainty of it when everything else was so uncertain. Then he picked up his pace.

A few blocks later, the familiar golden-eyed witch on the Bella Strega’s sign came into view. To the average person looking for warmth from the chill of the night or a glass of something to numb the pain of a life lived at the margins, the crowd of the Bella Strega might not have seemed any different from the other saloons and beer halls scattered throughout the city. Legal or illegal, those darkened rooms were a way for the city’s poor to escape the disappointment and trials of their lives. But the Strega was different.

Or it had been.

Mageus of all types felt safe enough to gather within its walls without fear and without need to hide what they were, because Dolph Saunders had refused to appease the narrow-mindedness bred from fear and ignorance or to tolerate the usual divisions between the denizens of the Bowery. Going to the Strega meant the promise of welcome—of safety—in a dangerous city, even for one such as Jianyu. On any single night, the barroom would be filled with a mixture of languages and people, their common bond the old magic that flowed in their veins.

That was before a single bullet had put Dolph into a cold grave, Jianyu reminded himself as he passed under the witch’s watchful gaze. Now that Nibsy Lorcan had control of the Devil’s Own, there would be no guarantee of safety within those walls. Especially not for Jianyu.

According to Esta, Nibsy had the uncanny ability to see connections between events and to predict outcomes. Since Jianyu was determined to end Nibsy’s reign, and his life, he couldn’t risk returning to the Strega.

Still, Nibsy had not managed to predict how Dolph had changed the plans at Khafre Hall, nor how Jianyu had intended to help Harte Darrigan fake his own death on the bridge just hours before. Perhaps the boy wasn’t as powerful as Esta believed, or perhaps his affinity simply had limitations, as all affinities did. Finishing Nibsy might be difficult, but it would not be impossible. Especially since Viola could kill a man without touching him.

That would have to wait for another day, though. Jianyu still had to find Viola and tell her everything. She likely still believed that he had not been on the bridge and that Harte Darrigan had betrayed them all.

The Strega behind him, Jianyu continued on. He could have taken a streetcar or one of the elevated trains, but he preferred to walk so that he could think and plan. Gaining Cela’s trust would be a delicate procedure, since Cela Johnson wouldn’t be expecting him and few in the city trusted his countrymen. Protecting her and the stone might be even more difficult, since she was Sundren and had no idea what danger the ring posed. But he had promised Darrigan, and he understood all that was at stake. He would not fail.

By the time he reached the South Village, Jianyu detected smoke in the air. As he drew closer to Minetta Lane, where Miss Johnson lived, the scent grew stronger, filling his nostrils with its warning and his stomach with dread.

Jianyu knew somehow, before he was even in sight of the building, that it would be Cela Johnson’s home that he found ablaze. Flames licked from windows, and the entire structure glowed from the fire within it. Even from across the street, the heat prickled his skin, making the wool coat he was wearing feel overwarm for the early spring night.

Nearby, the building’s tenants watched as their home was devoured by the flames. Huddled together, they tried to protect the meager piles of belongings they’d been able to salvage, while a fire brigade’s wagon stood by. The horses pawed at the ground, displaying their unease about the flickering light of the fire and the growing crowd. But the firemen did nothing.

It wasn’t surprising.

Jianyu knew the fire brigade’s current inaction was intentional. The brigades were mostly Irish, but being at least a generation removed from the boats and famine that had brought them to this land, they considered themselves natives. They looked with distaste on the newer waves of immigrants, from places to the east and the south, and on anyone whose skin wasn’t as white as theirs, no matter how long their families had been in this land. When those homes burned, the brigades often moved slower and took fewer risks. Sometimes, if it suited their purposes, they ignored the flames altogether.

If asked, they would say it had been too late. They would tell the people weeping and wringing their hands that the fire had already consumed too much, that it was too dangerous even to try entering the building. Their lives could not be wasted on lost causes.

It didn’t matter whether their words were true. The effect was the same. Even now, the men simply leaned against their wagon, their hands crossed over dark uniforms, impassive as the rows of brass buttons lining their chests. Their shining helmets reflected the light of the blaze, as the pale-faced men with long, narrow noses watched a home transform itself into ash. It had happened countless times before, and in the days to come, Jianyu knew that it would happen again.

Still under the cover of his magic, he approached the group of people slowly, listening for some indication that Cela was among them. For years now Jianyu had been Dolph Saunders’ eyes and ears in the Bowery. It wasn’t only that he was able to evade notice with his affinity. No, he also had a talent for understanding people and reading the words that remained unspoken, a skill he’d picked up when he’d traveled through Gwóng-dūng, before he was caught. He had wanted to start anew and to leave that life behind him, but because he hoped that the Brink could be destroyed, Jianyu had agreed to use his ability for Dolph, to warn him when danger was coming or to find those who needed help but didn’t know where to ask.

He used that skill now, listening to the group that had congregated to comfort the family.

“. . . saw her take off like the hellhound was on her tail.”

“Little Cela?”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“No . . .”

“You don’t think she started it?”

“She certainly didn’t stay around to help, now, did she? Left the Browns upstairs without so much as a warning.”

“Always thought there was something strange about that girl . . . Too uppity for her own good, if you ask me.”

“Hush. You can’t be telling lies about people like that. She was a good girl. A hard worker. She wouldn’t burn down her own house.”

“Abel wasn’t in there, was he?”

“Can’t be sure . . .”

“She wouldn’t do anything to her brother. Say what you want about her, but Abe doted on that girl.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time a bitch bit the hand that fed her. Big house like that? She could sell it and go wherever she wanted.”

“Abel never would’ve sold.”

“That’s what I’m saying. . . . They paid the insurance man, same as everyone.”

“Carl Brown said there was a gunshot. . . .”

Jianyu turned away from the bitterness and jealousy that dripped like venom from their words. They knew nothing except that Cela was not inside the house.

The gunshot, the burning house. It could have been Cela’s doing, but from the way the fire brigade stood silent and watchful rather than putting out the blaze, Jianyu thought otherwise. It was too much like what had happened in other parts of the city. It had the mark of the Order.

Which meant that someone, somehow, might already suspect that Cela had the Order’s artifact. As long as she was alone in the city, without protection, she was in danger.

They all were.



THE TRUTH ABOUT POWER


1902—New York

From the table at the back of the Bella Strega, James Lorcan balanced the stiletto knife on its tip as he surveyed the barroom. The knife had once belonged to Viola, but considering that he’d found it lodged in his thigh, he’d decided he’d earned it. He watched the light flash off its deadly blade—a blade capable of slicing through any material—as he contemplated everything that had happened.

He was no longer relegated to a seat off to the side, as he had been when Dolph Saunders was alive. Now James occupied the head of the table—the space reserved for the leader of the Devil’s Own—where he had always belonged, and Saunders occupied a small plot of land in a nearby churchyard, where he belonged. But it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t nearly enough.

At the table next to him were Mooch and Werner—Bowery toughs who had once taken Dolph Saunders’ mark and pledged their loyalty to the Devil’s Own. Now they, like the rest of Dolph’s gang, looked to James for leadership. They were playing a hand of cards with a few others. From the way the Aether around them wavered and vibrated, one of them was bluffing about the hand he held—probably Mooch—and was about to lose. From what James could read, the others knew and were driving up the pot on purpose.

They hadn’t invited James to join in, not that he would have anyway. He had never cared for games—not in that way. Take chess, for instance. Simpleminded people thought it was a challenge, but in reality the game was far too predictable. Every piece on the board had specific limitations, and every move led the player to a limited number of possibilities. Anyone with half a brain between their ears could learn the simple machinations to ensure victory. There was no true challenge there.

Life was so much more interesting a game. The players were more varied and the rules constantly changing. And the challenges those variables presented? They only served to sweeten the victory. Because there was always victory, at least for James Lorcan. People, after all, were not capable of untold depths. He didn’t need his affinity to understand that at their heart, humans were no more than animals, driven by their hungers and fears.

Easily manipulated.

Predictable.

No, James didn’t need his affinity to understand human nature, but it certainly helped. It sharpened and deepened his perceptions, which gave him an advantage over every other player on the board.

It wasn’t that he could see the future exactly—he wasn’t a fortune-teller. His affinity simply allowed him to recognize the possibilities fate held in a way most people couldn’t fathom. After all, the world and everything in it was connected by Aether, just as words were connected on the pages of a book. There was a pattern to it all, like the grammar of a sentence or the structure of a story, and his affinity gave him the ability to read those patterns. But it was his intelligence that allowed him to adjust those patterns when it suited his needs. Change one word here, and the overall sentence adjusted. Cross out a sentence there, and a new meaning emerged. A new ending was written.

Just the day before, the future he had envisioned and planned for had been within his reach. With the Book’s power, he could have restored magic and shown those like him what their true destinies were supposed to be—not cowering from ordinary, powerless Sundren, but ruling them. Destroying those who had tried to steal that power to make the world theirs. And he would have been the one to lead the Mageus into a new era.

But the Book was lost. He’d expected that Darrigan would fight—had even planned for the magician to run—but he hadn’t predicted that Darrigan would be willing to die.

He hadn’t predicted Esta’s role either, though perhaps he should have. She’d always been slightly hazy to him, her connections to the Aether wavering and unsettled from the first. In the end, James had been wrong about her. In the end, she’d been as vulnerable and worthless as any of the other sheep that followed Dolph Saunders.

Without the Book, perhaps that particular dream could never be, but James Lorcan wasn’t finished. As long as the future still held possibilities for anyone smart enough to take hold of them, his game was not at an end. Perhaps he could not take control of magic, as he’d once dreamed. Perhaps magic would fade from the earth, but there were so many other ways for him to win. So many other ways to make those who had taken his family—and his future—pay. So many ways to end up on top of them all.

After all, power wasn’t always about obvious strength. Look what happened to James’ own father, who had wanted nothing more than fairness for other workers like himself—safe conditions, a good wage. He’d tried to lead, and they’d crushed him. They’d burned James’ house, killed his family, and taken everything from them. James had seen too many times what happened when you stepped up to lead.

You made yourself a target.

He didn’t have any interest in following Dolph’s fate, so he would do what he always did. He would bide his time. He would look to the long game while the small-minded tried to jump from space to space, knocking one another off the board while he watched from afar. It wouldn’t take much—a suggestion here, a whisper there, and the leaders in the Bowery would be so focused on snuffing out one another over the scraps the Order left them that they wouldn’t bother with James. Which would leave him free to focus on more important matters.

No, he certainly was no fortune-teller, but he could see the future on the horizon. Without the Book, magic would fade and the Brink would become nothing more than an antiquated curiosity. What power would the Order have then, especially without their most treasured possessions?

As their power waned, James would be moving his own pieces, preparing to meet them with a language they understood—the language of money. The language of political influence. Because he understood that without the Book, it would not be those like Dolph Saunders, trying to reclaim some lost past, who would win, but those willing to take hold of a brave and dangerous new future. People like Paul Kelly, who already understood how to use the politicians as his tools. And people like James himself, who knew that power—true power—didn’t go to those who ruled by force but instead belonged to those who held the strings. True power was the ability to bend others to your will while they thought the bending was their own idea.

Perhaps James could no longer depend on the Book. Perhaps there was no way to save magic, but his game wasn’t over. With a tug here and a push there, he would tie up the powers that be so securely, they would never realize where the true danger was coming from. And when the time was right, James Lorcan had a weapon of his own—a secret that Dolph had never known about.

A girl who would become the Order’s undoing and the key to James Lorcan’s final victory.



SANCTUARY


1902—New York

As she climbed aboard the late-night streetcar, Cela pulled her shawl up around her head to hide her face as she swallowed down a sob. The memory of the gunfire, a sound that had been so stark and clear and unmistakable in the quiet of the night, was still ringing in her ears. She couldn’t forget how she’d felt the thud of a body slumping to the floor. It had echoed in her chest, and she felt like she would always hear that sound and feel the emptiness that had accompanied it.

Abe. She didn’t know how she managed to find a seat when she couldn’t hardly draw breath, and as the streetcar rumbled blindly on, it felt like her body would crumble in on itself to fill the gaping hole left in her chest.

She needed to go back. She couldn’t leave Abe there, her brother and the closest family that she had left. She had to take care of his body and protect the property that her daddy had worked himself to the bone for . . . but she couldn’t. Every time she thought about turning around, a wave of such utter fear would rise up in her that she felt physically ill.

As the streetcar rumbled on, she thought of going to her mother’s family. They’d moved up to West Fifty-Second Street a few years back, but they’d never liked Cela’s father all that much. Her uncles had always looked at him like he was beneath their sister—something the dog dragged in. Now that her grandmother had passed, there wasn’t much buffer between the family’s judgment and Cela’s feelings. She’d end up there eventually—they’d have to be told, after all—but she didn’t think she could handle them yet. Not while everything was so raw. Not while it was still too hard to think the words, much less say them out loud.

Especially not to people who would be thinking that Abe’s death was his own fault, which was what they’d said about her father. Her uncles didn’t know that Cela had been listening when they whispered to each other after the funeral, so they hadn’t censored themselves. They’d complained that her father should’ve stayed inside the house where he belonged, instead of standing watch on the front porch for the angry mobs who had taken to the streets. They believed that her father should have known better than to stand up to them.

Her father had been trying to protect their family, just as Abe had been trying to protect her. Cela knew that she wouldn’t be able even to look at her family at that moment without hearing the echoes of those insults. Not now, when her own guilt and grief were vines around her heart, piercing and alive, growing with each passing second.

Besides, as much as her family might have hurt her in the past, they were still her blood. She couldn’t risk putting them in danger. Maybe the men who’d come pounding on their door that night weren’t after anything more than their property. It wouldn’t have been the first time someone thought they had a right to the house just because they wanted it. People had come with pretty promises and drawn up papers plenty of times, and first her father and then her brother had turned them away.

But they’d never come with guns.

And she’d never had a white lady up and die in her cellar before. Maybe those two things weren’t at all related, but she had a feeling they were.

She should go to her family.

But it was too late to be waking people up.

But there was no way her uncle would open his door and not ask what the problem was, and there was no way Cela would be able to say the words, the ones that would make what just happened true. Not yet. She wasn’t ready. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever really be ready, but she figured it would be a damn sight easier in the light of day. Though she was probably wrong about that, too.

Cela got off the streetcar at her usual stop, letting her body carry her along the streets through a combination of exhaustion and memory. The theater at least was a safe enough space, since it belonged to some rich white man. Nobody was gonna come and burn his property down, and she knew the ins and outs of the world behind the stage to get herself out of there if trouble did happen to find her again.

She let herself in through the back-alley stage door that nobody ever really used, except the people who kept things running from day to day. Inside the theater, it was silent. Even the last janitor would have gone home by now, which was fine. She didn’t need to run into anyone anyway.

Her costume shop was in the basement, and since that was her domain, that was where she took herself. She was no stranger to working late to finish a project, but if she didn’t want to break her neck on one of the ropes or props, she needed light. She decided on one of the oil lamps that they kept backstage in case of power outages rather than turning on the electric bulbs. The lamp threw a small halo of golden light around her, illuminating a step or two in front of her, but not much more than that. It was all she needed.

Down the stairs she went, counting as she always did so she could skip over the thirteenth riser. It was a habit of hers, but she felt the vines around her heart squeeze a little this time, remembering how Abe had made fun of her for it. She walked through the silent darkness of the cellar, wiping away the wetness on her cheeks before she unlocked the small storage room that had become her costume shop.

Inside, Cela set the lamp on the worktable and sat in the straight-backed chair in front of her heavy sewing machine, the one she spent most of her days in, sewing and cutting and stitching the masterpieces that made the stage come alive. For a moment she didn’t feel anything at all—not fear or relief or even emptiness. For a moment she was just a breath in the night surrounded by the warmth of a body. But then the grief crashed into her, and a cry tore free of her throat.

My brother is dead.

She let the pain come, let it take her under into a dark place where not even the light of the lamp could reach her. All she had were the clothes on her back and a ring too fancy to fence without getting herself arrested or worse.

And her job . . .

And herself . . .

She wanted to stay down in that dark place, far below the waves of grief, but those thoughts buoyed her up, up, up . . . until she could feel the wetness on her cheeks again and see the oil lamp glowing softly in the small, cramped workshop room.

Abel would have hated to see her wallowing. After their father had been beaten and shot for trying to protect his own home, hadn’t Abe been the one to put his arm around her and make her go on? She’d gone numb from the loss. The city she’d known as hers had become an unrecognizable, ugly place, and the life she’d once dreamed of had been buried with her father’s body. But Abe had pulled Cela aside and told her that the choices their father had made needed to be honored with a life well and fully lived. It was the reason she’d gone out to look for work as a seamstress and then had pressed to get a position in one of the white theaters, where the pay was better, even if the respect from the performers was less. She’d earned their respect, however begrudgingly, because of her talent with a needle. Abel had pulled those dreams of hers out of the grave and handed them back, forcing her to carry on with them.

She still had that job, the one he’d been so proud of her for getting, and she still had herself. She had family in the city who would take her in if she really needed them, whatever they might think. And she had a ring, a gorgeous golden ring with a jewel as big as a robin’s egg and as clear as a teardrop. It wasn’t glass, Cela knew. Glass didn’t glow like that or shine like a star when the light hit it. And glass wasn’t that heavy. Even seated, she could feel the weight of it, tugging on her skirts from the secret pocket she’d stitched to hide it.

But her brother . . .

The vines tightened around her heart until they felt as though they would squeeze it down into nothing. But before she could let grief overtake her again, Cela heard something in the darkness: footsteps coming down the stairs. It was too late for anyone else to be around.

She picked up her shears. They weren’t much of a weapon, true, but they were sharp as any blade and could cut just as deep.

“Hello?”

It was a woman’s voice, and now that Cela really stopped to listen, she realized they were a woman’s footsteps, too. Not that she put down the scissors.

Cela didn’t answer. Silently, she willed the woman to go away.

“Hellooo . . . ?” the voice trilled. “Is someone down here?”

She knew that voice, Cela thought with a sinking feeling. She heard it often enough. Every time Evelyn DeMure had an idea for a new way to make her waist look trimmer or her bust look larger, Cela was the one who got to hear about it . . . and boy did she hear about it. Evelyn was the type of performer the workers backstage tried their best to avoid. Though she was undeniably talented, Evelyn thought she was more so, and she acted as though the world owed her something for her very presence.

Evelyn DeMure peered around the doorframe and found her. “Well, Cela Johnson . . .” Without her usual lipstick and rouge, Evelyn looked like a corpse in the dim lighting. “What ever are you doing here so late at night?”

Cela kept the scissors in her hands but picked up a piece of fabric to go with them. “I had some odds and ends to work on,” she told Evelyn.

“At this hour?” Evelyn asked, eyeing her. “I would have expected you’d be home.”

Home. Cela fought to keep her expression placid and to keep any trace of pain from her voice when she answered.

She intended to lie and brush Evelyn off, but suddenly Cela couldn’t remember why she hadn’t liked Evelyn. There was something soothing about the singer, like her very presence was enough to make all the pain and fear that Cela was carrying fade away. Cela hadn’t wanted to face her family with all that had happened, but somehow she found herself telling Evelyn everything.

She told her about the white lady who’d died on her watch and the brother she would never see again . . . and about the ring, with its perfect, brilliant stone. It all came pouring out of her, and by the time she was done, she felt sleepy. So tired and relaxed now that she’d cried out all the tears left in her body.

“There, there,” Evelyn cooed. “Just rest. Everything will be fine. Everything will be just fine.”

Her eyes felt heavy . . . so heavy.

“That’s it,” Evelyn said, her voice soft and warm. “Just rest your head there. . . .”

Vaguely, Cela felt herself releasing the scissors. Her body, once wrung out with grief, felt soft now. Her chest a moment before had felt cold and empty. Hollow. Now she felt warm. Safe.

Her eyes fluttered shut, and when they opened again, Evelyn was gone. The lamp had long since gone out, and her workroom was as silent as a tomb.

With a groggy moan, Cela pulled herself upright, rubbing at her head, which still felt muddled and fuzzy. Evelyn’s visit and the whole night before it felt like a dream. A very bad dream. For a moment she allowed herself to believe that it was.

Cela didn’t need the light to make her way to the door. She knew her workroom well enough. But when she went to open it, she found it stuck. No. It was locked.

Not a dream, then.

Which meant it had happened—all of it had happened. Abe, her home. Evelyn.

Evelyn.

Cela was trapped, and she didn’t need to feel her skirts to know that the ring Harte Darrigan had given her was gone.



COMMON RABBLE


1902—New York

Jack Grew smelled like shit. He’d been sitting in a stinking cell, surrounded by the foulest dregs of the city’s worst denizens, for who knew how long. Since they’d taken his watch, he certainly didn’t. There were no windows, no clock to mark the passing of time. It could have been hours or days for all he knew, and the whole while, he’d been surrounded by flea-bitten filth who were happy to wallow in their own excrement.

Most of them were asleep now, which was better than before. When he had first been tossed into the cell, the five other men had eyed him eagerly, and the largest of them, a tall, bearded man who didn’t say much—probably because he didn’t even speak English—had crowded him into a corner.

Touching his tongue to the space where a tooth had once been and wincing at the pain in his jaw, Jack told himself that he’d held his own. He’d managed to defend himself, at least. Maybe he hadn’t stopped the man from taking his jacket, but he’d put up enough of a fight that the animal had given up and left him alone. They’d all left him alone eventually.

He lifted a hand to scratch at his hair. It had probably become infested with vermin the moment he’d entered the cell, but the movement caused a sharp ache in his shoulder. That damned policeman had nearly jerked it out of its socket on the bridge.

Not one of the idiots had understood what he’d been trying to tell them—that it was Harte Darrigan they should be arresting. That damned magician had been right there, and the police had done nothing.

They’d taken in Jack instead. And the worst part? He’d been arrested for attempted murder. He’d had a clear shot and was sure the bullet would hit its mark, but then . . . nothing. The bullet hadn’t even grazed him. Darrigan was like a damned ghost evading death.

The filth of the cell and the stink of the slop bucket in the corner might have been easier to deal with if Darrigan were dead. The missing tooth and sore arm and hair filled with lice might even have been worth it if Jack had been the one to end the magician’s useless life.

The echo of footsteps came from the darkened corridor outside the barred doors of the cell, and the inmates around him started to wake and rustle uncertainly. As the steps approached, men in other cells rattled their bars and called out curses. Animals, all of them. When the guard stopped outside the cell where Jack sat, the small barred window of the door was eclipsed by the guard’s face, and then Jack heard his name being called as a small window slid open below.

Finally. He hadn’t doubted that someone would come for him. He didn’t belong there with the common rabble. He placed his hands through the opening, as expected of him.

“Enjoy your stay?” the policeman asked, his voice mocking as he handcuffed Jack through the door. “I s’pose them’s not as fancy as the accommodations you’re used to.”

Jack ignored him. “Where are you taking me?” he asked as the guard pushed him toward the staircase at the end of the corridor.

“You’re being arraigned,” the guard told him. “Time to answer to the judge.”

Once they made their way down the stairs, Jack was led through a heavy set of doors and found himself in a courtroom. A dour-looking judge sat at the high bench, listening to whatever the man in front of him was saying. At the sight of the man’s back—the graying hair, the small patch of baldness at his crown, the fine wool of his overcoat—Jack’s stomach sank. Not his father or cousin . . . This was worse. Much worse.

The man in front of the judge turned, and J. P. Morgan himself stood scowling at Jack as he approached the bench.

When that peasant bitch had caught Jack in her web of lies back in Greece last year, she’d wrapped him up so deeply that he’d practically lost himself. He still didn’t remember most of the drunken days and nights he’d spent under her spell, but even then, the family had simply sent his cousin to round him up. If he found himself short of funds at closing time, one of the family’s men would show up to pay the bill. His uncle didn’t usually bother himself with the minutiae of the family’s life, especially not the life of his wife’s sister’s oldest boy. But there was Morgan himself, in the flesh: his bulbous, cankerous nose, stooped shoulders, and a scowl on his face that meant trouble for Jack.

Shit.

Jack stood in front of the bench, trying to listen to whatever it was the judge was saying, but he couldn’t concentrate. Not when his uncle was staring at him like he was something from the gutter.

The judge finished talking. “Do you understand?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Jack answered, not really caring what he was answering to. He wasn’t some damn little boy to be put into a corner. As long as it meant freedom, he would have agreed to anything.

Another officer stepped forward to remove the heavy cuffs, and Jack rubbed at his wrists.

“I expect that I won’t have to see you here again,” the judge told him. It wasn’t a question.

“No, sir,” Jack said, silently cursing the judge and his uncle and the whole lot of them put together.

Morgan didn’t say anything until they were both in the private carriage, closed away from the prying eyes of the city. Outside, the sky was just beginning to go from the pale light of dawn to full day. He’d spent the whole night in that rotting cell.

After the carriage began to move, his uncle finally spoke. “You’re damn lucky Judge Sinclair is up for election this fall, or it wouldn’t have been so easy to get you out of there, boy. I don’t know what the hell you were thinking, trying to shoot a man in broad daylight.”

“I was trying to—”

“You can’t possibly think I actually care?” Morgan snapped, his cold eyes silencing Jack as effectively as his words. “You had one job—to meet Darrigan and get the artifacts he stole. All you had to do was to stay out of the way so the Order—not you—could dispose of him.”

“Darrigan made me look like a fool,” Jack said, his temper barely leashed. “I couldn’t let what he’d done to me stand.”

“You made yourself look like a fool,” Morgan said. “All that damned magician did was give you enough rope to hang yourself with. None in the Inner Circle wanted you on that bridge, but I convinced the Order to give you another chance, and what happens? You go off half-cocked, as usual. It’s bad enough you brought those miscreants into our sanctuary, bad enough that Khafre Hall is in rubble and the Order’s most important artifacts are missing. But to go and draw even more attention to the situation? You’ve embarrassed the entire family. You’ve embarrassed me.”

You’ve embarrassed yourself. Jack, at least, had tried to do something. If the Order had given Jack the access he’d wanted months ago, Harte Darrigan wouldn’t have been an issue. “I’ll find Darrigan,” he told Morgan. “I’ll get back the Book and the artifacts.”

“Darrigan is dead,” Morgan said flatly.

“Dead?” No. That couldn’t be. Not when Jack had plans to kill the magician himself.

“Jumped from the bridge right after you were taken away. If he had the Order’s possessions, he either hid them or gave them to someone else. Not that it matters . . . We’ll find the artifacts sooner or later.”

“I’ll help—”

“No,” Morgan said bluntly, cutting him off. “You won’t. You’re finished. Your membership to the Order has been revoked.”

The finality in his uncle’s tone told Jack that it wasn’t worth it to try explaining or apologizing. Especially not when his uncle had that look on his face. He would just have to bide his time, as he had after the fiasco in Greece. Eventually his uncle would cool off, and Jack would make them all understand.

“Further,” Morgan continued, “you will be leaving the city immediately. Your bags have already been packed and are waiting at your mother’s house. Once we arrive, you will have exactly thirty minutes to clean yourself up and say your good-byes. When you’re presentable, you’ll be taken to the train station.”

Jack huffed. “You can’t force me to leave.”

Morgan’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps not. But tell me, how do you plan to live? Your parents have decided they will not be paying any more of your bills until and unless you prove yourself. The town house you leased will need to be paid for. The carousing you do—the drinking and the whoring—will now be yours to deal with. Who do you think will hire you in this town after the embarrassment of yesterday?”

Utter disbelief made Jack’s head feel as though it were in a fog. His uncle had ruined him. Morgan had turned Jack’s own parents against him, and with nothing more than a word, he could make sure no one in the city would have Jack. The truth of his own impotence burned. “And where will I be going?” he asked, his own voice sounding very far away from himself.

“Where you should have gone yesterday—the job is still waiting for you in Cleveland, just as it was before the fiasco on the bridge.”

“And how long will I be working there?” Jack asked flatly.

“Indefinitely.” Morgan picked up a newspaper that was sitting on the carriage bench next to him and opened it with a snap. The front-page headline glared darkly at him: THE MAGICIAN’S TRAGIC TUMBLE. Beneath the words was an etching of Darrigan himself, staring from the surface of the newsprint, his half smile mocking Jack.

Indefinitely. “That’s it, then? I’m exiled.”

“Don’t be so damned dramatic,” Morgan growled from behind the paper.

Once, Morgan’s authority would have made Jack tremble, but now there was something about the sneering quality of J. P. Morgan’s voice that made Jack bristle. They still don’t understand. The Inner Circle of the Order, with their comfortable boardrooms and palatial mansions on Fifth Avenue, saw themselves as kings—as untouchable. They didn’t realize that peasants start every revolution, and when the peasants rise up, royal heads are the first to roll.

But Jack knew. He understood.

“You’re making a mistake,” Jack said coldly. “You have no idea what these maggots are capable of. You have no idea the threats they pose.”

With another violent snap, Morgan brought his newspaper down, practically tearing it across his lap, and glared at Jack. “Watch yourself, boy.”

“I am not a boy,” Jack said through gritted teeth. “I’ve been studying the occult arts, learning everything I can to understand the hermetical sciences and the threats the old magic poses, and still you refuse to recognize the progress I’ve made or to see me as an equal.”

“That’s because you are not an equal,” Morgan said, his voice absolutely cold in its dismissal. “You imagine yourself the hero of some grand drama, but you are not even the fool. Do you honestly believe the Order is not aware of the growing threats? You’re not the only one who has seen that Ellis Island has turned out to be a disappointment, that every new arrival threatens the very fabric of our society. Why do you think we’ve organized the Conclave?” Morgan shook his head, clearly disgusted. “You are nothing more than an insolent pup, too concerned with your own ego to see how little you know. The Inner Circle’s work does not concern you, and yet your own arrogance and recklessness have cost more than you can even imagine.”

“But the Mageus—”

“The Mageus are our concern, not yours. You think yourself somehow more aware, more intelligent than men who have years of experience beyond yours?” he scoffed.

“The Order is too focused on Manhattan. It doesn’t realize—”

“The work of the Order goes far beyond keeping a few ragged immigrants in their place in the Bowery. You imagine me an old man, out of touch with the realities of the world, but you are the one who does not understand. The country is at a turning point. Not just our city, but the country as a whole, and there are more forces at work than you can comprehend, more forces than you are even aware of.”

He leaned forward slightly, a movement more menacing than conspiratorial. “The Order has a plan—or we had one before Darrigan mangled it. The Conclave at the end of the year was to be our crowning achievement, a meeting to bring together all the branches of our brotherhood, and the Order was to prove our dominance—our readiness to lead—and once and for all to wipe the dangers of feral magic from our shores. But you brought vipers into our midst. Now, because of you, everything we have worked for is at risk.”

“So let me stay,” Jack demanded. “I have knowledge that could be useful. Let me help you. My machine—”

“Enough!” Morgan’s bulbous nose twitched, as though he smelled something rotten. “You’ve done more than enough. Go to Cleveland. Keep your head down. Look around and learn a thing or two about how the world really works. And perhaps, if you manage not to make an even bigger ass of yourself, we’ll let you come back and visit for Christmas.”



BLOOD AND WATER


1902—New York

Viola Vaccarelli pretended to examine the produce of one of the Mott Street vendors as she watched the door of the church across the street. The shop’s owner, an older man with his long, graying hair plaited neatly down his back, stood at the doorway watching her warily. She wondered if this was what Jianyu would look like as the years passed. But the memory of Jianyu, who Dolph had trusted to be his spy—and who had abandoned them all on the bridge—made Viola’s thoughts turn dark.

When the shopkeeper took a step back, Viola realized that she had been scowling. To make amends, she pulled her mouth into a feeble attempt at a smile. The man blinked, his brow creasing even more, as though he knew her for the predator she was.

Basta. Let him be nervous. A tiger didn’t apologize for its teeth, and Viola didn’t have time to make nice with some stranger. She offered him a few coins for the ripe pear she’d selected, and he reached out tentatively to take them.

Across the street, the side door of the church opened and the first of the worshippers appeared. Viola stepped away from the old man, not bothering to wait for her change, and watched as a stream of women emerged from the side entrance of the church. They were mostly older, though there were a few younger women whose faces were already starting to show the same lines that mapped over their mothers’. They were the unmarried daughters—girls who had been unfortunate in their search for a husband and who still lived under their families’ roof and rule. Viola had refused that future. She had turned her back on her family and on every expectation they held for her.

And now she would have to pay for it.

The older women wore the uniform of their generation: sturdy dark skirts, heavy, shapeless cloaks, and a fazzoletto copricapo made from lace or plain linen to cover their heads and preserve their modesty and humility before the lord and everyone else in the neighborhood. Viola had also pulled a scarf over her dark hair for the morning, but she had little interest in modesty. Concealment was her aim.

To anyone else, the line of Italian women might have seemed indistinguishable, but Viola could have picked out her mother in a crowd of a thousand such women. The way her mother’s heavy body swayed as she turned west toward the blocks of Mulberry Street had been the rhythm of Viola’s childhood.

It had been three years since Viola had spoken to her mother or had even seen any of her family, though they lived no more than a few blocks from the Bella Strega. But in the streets of the Bowery, a few blocks were the difference between the safety of home and crossing the wrong gang. Not that Viola worried too much about that . . . She could take care of herself and anyone else who might think to bother her.

Her mother’s sturdy hands fluttered like birds as she spoke to the woman who walked beside her. Those hands could strangle a chicken or make the most delicate casarecce. They could wipe away a tear . . . or leave a mark that stung for days.

I should leave her be. She would find another way.

Without thinking, Viola reached for the blade she always kept at her side, the stiletto she’d named Libitina after the Roman goddess of funerals . . . and found it missing. She had launched it at Nibsy Lorcan the day before to protect Esta, the girl she had begrudgingly come to like. But in the confusion of the bridge, Viola had not been able to retrieve it. Now Esta was gone—the girl had disappeared as though she’d never existed—and so was Libitina, into Nibsy Lorcan’s keeping. Viola was on her own, without friends or allies, but it was the absence of the knife she felt most acutely, as though she’d lost a part of herself.

She would get back her blade . . . eventually. For the time being, Libitina’s replacement was secure in the sheath strapped against her thigh. It wasn’t the same, though. The steel of this blade didn’t speak to her in the same way, and the unfamiliar weight of the knife felt wrong, as though a matter of a few grams could leave Viola herself unbalanced.

But Viola had needed something to protect herself. The Bowery was in chaos. The already-corrupt police force had become more emboldened in the past few days. Under the direction of the Order, they’d been ransacking the lower part of Manhattan to find the Mageus who had stolen the Order’s treasures from Khafre Hall. Viola had been part of that team. Led by Dolph Saunders, they had been on a mission to take the Ars Arcana, a book with untold power. Dolph had believed the Book could restore magic and free them all from the Order’s control—and from the Brink.

Now Dolph was dead, and the thought of him laid out, pale and lifeless, on the bar top of the Strega still had the power to rob Viola of breath. He’d been a true friend to her, and she’d come to trust him—to depend upon his steadiness—even after her life had taught her never to trust. But Dolph was gone, along with the Book and any dream of freedom or a future different from the present’s drudgery.

That double-crossing cazzo of a magician, Harte Darrigan, had ruined everything when he’d taken the Book from her in the bowels of Khafre Hall, leaving Viola looking the fool. Because of him, the Devil’s Own had viewed her with suspicion shining in their eyes after they’d discovered that the sack she’d carried contained nothing of value. And there was no way to fix her mistakes. Darrigan had taken any hope of recovering the Book with him to his watery grave when he’d jumped from the bridge.

If that wasn’t bad enough, on the bridge, Viola had made everything worse. She’d known that Nibsy suspected Esta of being in league with Darrigan. She had specific instructions to make sure neither of them got away, but when Nibsy raised a gun to Esta’s throat, Viola had acted without thinking. She’d attacked the boy to save Esta—because it was what Tilly would have expected of her. And because it was what her own instincts screamed for her to do.

But her actions meant that she couldn’t return to the Strega, not so long as Nibsy Lorcan had the loyalty of Dolph’s crew.

Without Dolph, Viola had no one to stand between her and the dangers of the Bowery. Without the Book, she had no leverage with the Devil’s Own. She certainly couldn’t trust Nibsy to forgive her for skewering him.

Not that she particularly cared. She’d never liked the kid anyway.

But the Strega had been her home. The Devil’s Own had been a family for her, one that had respected her skill and accepted her as she was. Perhaps the Book was gone, but she would do what she must to prove that she had not betrayed their trust. Even without the Book, she could finish what Dolph started. She would do everything in her power to destroy the Order.

To do that, she would need help. There was only one person she could think of who could protect her from the patrols—her older brother, Paolo. Going to Paolo had an added benefit: There were whispers in the streets that the Five Pointers were doing the Order’s bidding now as well as Tammany’s.

Paolo wasn’t likely to forgive Viola for abandoning the family, and especially not for escaping his control and working for Dolph, a man he considered an enemy. Still, if her dear brother could help her get closer to the Order, she would suffer what she must. Which was why she had come to this place, to wait for her mother, the one person who might be able to protect her from Paolo’s wrath.

Viola handed the pear she’d just purchased to a dirty-looking urchin on the corner and ran to catch up to her mother. “Mamma!” But the title was tossed around the streets of the Bowery so often that her mother didn’t react, not until Viola used her first name:

“Pasqualina!”

Her mother turned then, at the sound of her name being shouted over the din of the street. It took a moment before her mother’s dark eyes registered understanding, and Viola could read every emotion that flashed across her mother’s face: shock, hope, then realization . . . and caution.

After murmuring something to her companion, who gave Viola a brooding, distrustful look before heading on her way alone, Viola’s mother frowned at her. But she stopped walking and waited for Viola.

Her throat tight with a tenderness she thought she had long ago killed as surely as any life she’d taken with a blade, Viola approached her mother slowly until the two of them were standing an arm’s distance apart.

“Viola?” Her mother lifted a hand as though to caress her daughter’s cheek, but she did not finish bridging the distance between them. A moment passed, long and awful, and then her mother’s hand dropped, limp at her side.

Viola nodded, unable to speak. For all her family had done, for all the anger Viola still felt, she’d missed her mother. Missed them all. Missed, even, the girl she had once been with them.

Her mother’s expression faltered. “What do you want?” Spoken in the Sicilian of Viola’s childhood, her mother’s words sounded like a homecoming. But her mother’s tone was like her eyes—flat and cold.

Viola had expected this. After all, she had committed the cardinal sin—she had abandoned her family. She had betrayed her brother and refused his authority, and maybe worst of all, she’d dared to claim a life that was more than any good woman would want for herself.

It didn’t matter that Viola had long since considered herself a good woman. Her mother’s judgment still stung. She had been on the receiving end of that same expression a hundred times as a girl, but she, who had learned to kill without regret, had never grown immune to it.

Viola dropped her eyes, forced herself to bow her head in the show of the submission expected of her. “I want to come home, Mamma.”

“Home?”

Viola glanced up to find her mother’s thick brows raised. “I want to come back to the family.”

At first her mother didn’t speak. She studied Viola instead with the same critical eye she often turned on a piece of bruised fruit at the market right before she haggled for a lower price.

“I was wrong,” Viola said softly, keeping her head down, her shoulders bowed. “You were right about me—too headstrong and filled with my own importance. I’ve learned what it means to be without your family.” The words tasted like ash in her mouth, but they were not a lie. Under Dolph’s protection, Viola had learned what it meant to be without the expectations, demands, and restrictions her family imposed upon her.

“More like you got yourself in trouble,” her mother said flatly, glancing down at Viola’s belly. “Who is he?”

Viola frowned. “There is no man.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“You see what’s happening, no? The fires, the brawling in the streets? I see now how stupid I was to think I could go without my family—il sangue non é acqua.”

Her mother’s mouth pinched tight, and her eyes narrowed. “I tell you that your whole life, and now you listen? After it’s too late?”

“I’m still your blood,” Viola said softly, forcing a meekness into her voice that felt like a betrayal to everything she was.

Viola hadn’t understood the truth of that phrase until she’d tried to leave her family behind. No matter the life she’d tried to claim for herself, she was always Paul Kelly’s sister—and she always would be.

No, blood wasn’t water. Blood left a stain.

“Why do you come to me? Why not go to Paolo, as you should? He’s head of the family now,” her mother said, crossing herself as she looked up to the sky, as though Viola’s father might appear sanctified on the clouds above. “You need his blessing, not mine.”

“I want to go to him,” Viola said, twisting her hands in her skirts, making a show of nerves, and hating herself for it—not for the lie, but for the display of weakness when she had promised herself to always be strong. “But I’m not sure how to make amends for what I’ve done. Paolo listens to you, Mamma. You have his ear. If you tell him to forgive me, he will.”

Her mother’s jaw tightened, her face flushing red. “I see. . . . You come back to me because you need my help? After all you’ve done to us . . . to me—” Her mother’s voice broke. “You make me a disgrace.” Shaking her head, Viola’s mother turned to go, but as she took a step down from the sidewalk into the street, she gasped and nearly tumbled to her knees.

Viola caught her mother before the older woman could hit the ground and pulled her to her feet. Pasqualina Vaccarelli was a stout, sturdy woman, but Viola could feel her mother’s fragility, the aging that had taken some of her mother’s vitality over the past three years.

It was a risk to use her affinity here, in the open—especially with how dangerous everything had become—but Viola pushed her power into her mother, feeling for the source of the pain and finding it immediately. The gout in her mother’s joints had grown so much worse, and without hesitation, Viola directed her affinity toward it, clearing the joints that had gone stiff.

Her mother gasped, the old woman’s dark eyes meeting her daughter’s as Viola finished and withdrew her hands. Viola’s blood felt warm, her skin alive with the flexing of her magic. This was what she had been meant for. Her god had given her this gift for life, not for the deaths her brother had forced upon her.

With a look of mingled surprised and relief, her mother raised a hand calloused by years of work and laid it against Viola’s cheek. Her mouth was still turned down and her eyes were still stern, but there was gratitude in her mother’s expression now as well. “I could have used you these past years.”

“I know, Mamma,” Viola said, placing her hand atop her mother’s as she blinked back the prickling of tears. “I missed you, too.”

This, at least, was no lie. She did miss the mother she’d once known, the woman who used to sing as she hung out the wash, who had tried to teach Viola how to knead dough until it became supple, and how to press linen with her bare hands until it was smooth. Those lessons had never stuck. No matter how she tried, Viola hadn’t been built for that life. Her hands had been made to hold a blade, to wield magic. Her family had done everything they could to force her into the mold they believed was right. In the end, their expectations had just forced her away.

But now she was back. She would bend to their expectations, but she was older now. Stronger. She would not let them break her.

Her mother withdrew her hand. “I’ll talk to your brother.”

“Thank you—”

Her mother held up a hand to stop Viola’s words. “Don’t thank me. I make no guarantee. You’ll have to be ready to take whatever penance Paolo gives you . . . whatever he demands of you.”

Viola bowed her head to hide her disgust. Her mother had no idea what her darling Paolino was capable of. Viola’s mother knew only that he ran a boxing club called the New Brighton and a restaurant called the Little Naples Cafe. She understood that he knew the big men in the city, but she had no idea that her son was one of the most powerful and dangerous gang bosses on the Lower East Side or what sins Viola’s brother had demanded that Viola commit.

Viola wondered if her mother would have cared had she seen the split lip and blackened eyes she wore the first time she found her way into the safe haven of the Strega.

“Come.” Without another word, Viola’s mother began walking.

“Where are we going?” Viola asked, picturing the cramped rooms she had grown up in. But her mother was not heading in the direction of her childhood tenement.

Her mother turned back to her. “I thought you wanted me to speak with Paolo?”

“We’re going now?”

Her mother gave her a dark look tinged with suspicion. “You want we should wait?”

Yes. Viola needed time to prepare, time to ready herself for whatever her sadist of a brother had in store. But it was clear that her mother would offer only once. “No. Of course not, Mamma. Now is perfect.” She ducked her head in thanks. Submissive. “Thank you, Mamma.”

“Don’t thank me so quickly,” her mother said with a frown. “You still have to talk to Paolo.”



MOTHER OF EXILES


1902—New York

The early morning sky was heavy with clouds, and a thick mist coated the water as the ferry slouched through the Upper Bay that separated Brooklyn from New Jersey. At the stern of the ship, Esta Filosik looked like any other passenger. Her long, dark hair had been pulled back in an unremarkable style, and the worn skirt and heavy, faded traveling cloak were the sort of garments that encouraged the eye to glide past without noticing their wearer. She’d torn the hem out of the skirt to lengthen it, but otherwise the pieces fit well enough, considering that she’d liberated them from an unwatched clothesline that morning. But beneath the coarse material and rumpled wool, Esta carried a stone that could change time and a Book that could change the world itself.

She might have appeared at ease, uninterested in the far-off city skyline, now no more than a shadow in the hazy distance behind them, but Esta’s attention was sharp, aware of the few other passengers. She had positioned herself so that she could watch for any sign of danger and also so that no one could tell how much she needed the railing behind her for support.

The ship churned through the dark waters, coming up alongside Liberty Island—though it wouldn’t be called that for another fifty years—and the lady herself loomed over them, a dark shadow of burnished copper. It was the closest Esta had ever been to the statue, but even this close, it was smaller than she’d expected. Unimpressive, considering how much it was supposed to symbolize. But then, Esta knew better than most that the symbolism was as hollow as the statue. For those like herself—those with the old magic—the lady’s bright torch should have served as a warning, not a beacon, for what they’d find on these shores.

She wondered if her disappointment in the statue was an omen of things to come. Maybe the world she’d never thought to see would be equally small and unimpressive once she was finally in it.

Somehow, she doubted it would be that easy. The world was wide and vast and, for Esta, unknown. She knew everything about the city, but beyond it? She’d be working blind.

But she wouldn’t be alone.

Standing beside her at the railing was Harte Darrigan, one-time magician and consummate con man. His cap covered his dark hair and shadowed his distinctive storm-gray eyes, making him look ordinary, unassuming . . . like any other traveler. He kept it pulled low over his forehead and turned his back to the other passengers so that no one would recognize him.

Without letting Harte know she was studying him, Esta watched him out of the corner of her eye. When the bottom had fallen out of her world, she’d made the choice to come back because she’d wanted to save him. Yes, she needed an ally, someone who would stand with her in the battles to come. But she’d come back here, to this time and place, because she’d wanted that ally to be him. Because of who he was and what he’d done for her. And because of who she was with him.

But his mood was as unreadable now as it had been ever since she’d woken in the early morning to find him watching her. He must have waited up all night, because when she’d finally awoken in that unfamiliar boardinghouse room in Brooklyn, he was sitting in a rickety chair at the end of the narrow bed, his elbows propped on his knees and his eyes ringed by dark circles and filled with worry. How he had managed to get them both through those final few yards of the Brink, she still didn’t know.

She wanted to ask him. She wanted to ask so many things—about the darkness she had seen on the bridge, the way the inky black had seemed to bleed into everything. She wanted to know if he’d seen it too. Most of all, she wanted to lean into him and to take what support and warmth she could from his presence. But the way he had been looking at her had made her pause. She’d seen admiration in his eyes and frustration, distrust, and even disgust, but he’d never before looked at her like she was some fragile, broken thing.

At the moment he wasn’t looking at her at all, though. As the boat churned onward, Harte’s eyes were trained on the receding horizon and on the city that had been their prison for so long. Every lie he told, every con he ran, and every betrayal he’d committed had been to escape that island, yet there was no victory in his expression now that freedom was his. Instead, Harte’s jaw was taut, his mouth pulled flat and hard, and his posture was rigid, as though waiting for the next attack.

Without warning, the somber note of the ferry broke the early morning calm, drowning out the noise of the rattling engines and the soft, steadily churning water. Esta flinched at the sound, and she couldn’t stop herself from shivering a bit from the brisk wind—or from the memory of that darkness bleeding into the world, obliterating the light. Obliterating everything.

“You okay?” Harte asked, turning toward her with worry shadowing his features. His eyes searched over her, as though he was waiting for the moment he would need to catch her again when she collapsed.

But she wouldn’t collapse. She wouldn’t allow herself to be that weak. And she hated his hovering. “I’m just a little jumpy.”

She thought Harte was about to reach for her. Before he could, she straightened and pulled back a little. If they were to be partners, they would be equals. She couldn’t—wouldn’t—allow her current weakness to be a liability.

Harte frowned and kept his hands at his sides, but Esta didn’t miss the way his fingers curled into fists. Skilled liar that he was, he couldn’t hide the hurt that flashed across his features any more than he could completely mask the worry etched into his expression every time he glanced at her.

Esta forced herself to ignore that, too, and focused on staying upright. On making herself appear stronger than she felt. Confident.

Harte gave her another long look before finally turning back to watch the land recede into the distance. She did the same, but her concentration was on what waited for them when the ship finally docked.

They had an impossible task ahead of them: to find four stones now scattered across a continent, thanks to Harte. Like Ishtar’s Key—the stone Esta wore in a cuff around her upper arm—the stones had once been in the possession of the Order. The Dragon’s Eye, the Djinni’s Star, the Delphi’s Tear, and the Pharaoh’s Heart. They had been created when Isaac Newton imbued five ancient artifacts with the power of Mageus whose affinities happened to align with the elements. He’d been trying to control the power in the Book that was currently tucked into Esta’s skirt, but he hadn’t been able to. After Newton had suffered a nervous breakdown, he’d entrusted the artifacts and the Book to the Order, who later had used them to create the Brink and establish their power in the city—and to keep Mageus trapped on the island and subjugated under the Order’s control. But Dolph Saunders and his gang had changed that.

Still, even if she and Harte managed to navigate the far-flung world, to find the stones and retrieve them, they still had to figure out how to use them to get the Book’s power out of Harte and to free the Mageus of the city without destroying the Brink. Because, in the greatest of ironies, the Brink also kept the magic it took. If they destroyed the Brink, they risked destroying magic itself—and all Mageus along with it.

Esta was jarred from her thoughts when the boat lurched as it came up against the dock. Another blast of the horn, and the engines went silent. The few passengers around them began making their way toward the stairs.

“Ready?” Harte asked, his voice too soft, his eyes too concerned.

That worry sealed it for her. She took another moment to look at the skyline in the distance before turning to him. “I was thinking—”

“A dangerous proposition,” he drawled. But his eyes weren’t smiling. Not like they should have been. He was still too worried about her, and she knew enough to know that fear like that was a luxury they couldn’t afford. Especially with all that was on the line.

“I think we should split up,” Esta said.

“Split up?” he asked, surprised.

“I can’t get us tickets to Chicago with you in the way. You keep looking at me like I’m about to fall over. People will notice.”

“Maybe I keep looking at you like that because you look like you’re having trouble staying upright.”

“I’m fine,” she said, not quite meeting his eyes.

“You think I don’t know that you’ve been leaning on that railing like it’s some kind of crutch?”

She ignored the truth—and the irritation—in his statement. “I can’t lift a couple of tickets with you following me around.”

Harte opened his mouth to argue, but she beat him to it.

“Besides, you’re supposed to be dead,” she reminded him. “The one thing we have going for us is that the Order isn’t looking for you. We can’t afford for someone to recognize either one of us in there, and that’s more likely to happen if we’re together.”

He studied her for a moment. “You’re probably right—”

“I usually am.”

“—but I have one condition.”

“What’s that?” she asked, not at all liking the crafty expression in his eyes.

He held out his hand. “Give me the Book.”

“What?” She pulled back. The Book was the reason he’d planned to double-cross Dolph’s gang in the first place, and for a moment she wondered if she’d been stupid to think there was something between them.

“You want to split up, fine. We’ll split up. But I get to carry the Book.”

“You don’t trust me,” she said, ignoring the flicker of hurt. After all she’d risked for him . . . But what had she expected? He was a con man, a liar. It was part of what she admired in him, wasn’t it? She wouldn’t have wanted him to be anything else.

“I trust you as much as you trust me,” he told her, a non-answer if ever there was one.

“After all I did for you . . .” She pretended to be more irritated than she felt. In truth, she couldn’t blame him. She would have done the exact same thing. And there was something comforting in falling back into their old roles, that well-worn distrust that had kept them from falling too easily into each other.

“You have the cuff with the first stone,” he told her. “If I’m holding the Book, we’ll be even. Plus, if either one of us runs into trouble, we won’t be putting both of the things we have at risk.”

She could argue. She probably should. But Esta understood implicitly that agreeing to his demand would be a step toward solidifying their partnership. Whatever she might feel for Harte paled in comparison to all that they had left to do. Or so she told herself. Besides, if he already had the power of the Book inside of him, he didn’t really need the Book itself, did he? What he needed was the stone she wore in the cuff beneath her sleeve, and he wasn’t asking for that.

“Fine.” She brushed off her disappointment as she slipped the Book from where she’d kept it within her cloak and held it out to him.

A small tome of dark, cracked leather, the Ars Arcana didn’t look like much. Even with the strange geometric markings on the cover, there was nothing overtly remarkable about it. Maybe that was because the power of it was no longer held within its pages. Or maybe that was just the way of things—maybe power didn’t always appear the way you expected it to.

Harte took it from her, and the moment his long fingers wrapped around the leather binding, she thought she saw the strange colors flash in his eyes again. But if they’d even been there at all, the colors were gone before she could decide.

He tucked the Book into his jacket and then adjusted the brim of his cap again. “You go first. I’ll follow in a minute.”

“We should decide on a place to meet.”

“I’ll find you.” His eyes met hers, steady. “Get us a couple of tickets and wait for me on the platform of the first train to Chicago.”

To keep the artifacts out of the hands of Nibsy Lorcan, Harte had sent most of them out of the city. To keep the Order from finding them, he’d scattered the artifacts. The first stone waited in Chicago, where one of Harte’s old vaudeville friends, Julien Eltinge, was performing. They would be one day behind it, and there was a small chance they might even be able to get it before Julien received the package.

But Chicago was only the first of their stops. After Chicago, there was Bill Pickett, a cowboy in a traveling rodeo show who had the dagger. The crown had been sent to some distant family in San Francisco, which was an entire continent away. Worse, she and Harte weren’t the only ones after the Order’s artifacts or the only ones who needed the secrets of the Book. They would never be able to find them all before Logan appeared in New York in a week, where Esta had left him, and told Nibsy everything—about the future, about who Esta really was, and about every one of her weaknesses.

But they would go as quickly as they could. When they had the four, they would return to the city, where the last stone waited, protected by Jianyu, and then they would fight alongside those they’d left behind.

If there’s anyone left.

“I guess I’ll see you in a bit, then?” God, she hated how the rasp in her voice betrayed every worry that was running through her head and every hope that she was unwilling to admit.

Esta didn’t do worry. She didn’t do nerves or second-guessing or regrets. And she wasn’t about to start, no matter how pretty Harte Darrigan’s gray eyes might be or how weak she still felt from whatever had happened to her as she’d crossed the Brink. The only way through was through—and she didn’t need anyone to carry her.

Proving that much to herself as well as to him, she started to go, but he caught her wrist gently. She could have pulled away from him if she’d wanted to, but the pressure of his hand gripping hers was reassuring, so she allowed herself the moment of comfort.

“I’m not going anywhere, Esta,” he told her, his eyes serious. “Not until we finish this.”

And then he’ll be gone.

The unexpected sentimentality of the thought startled her. She couldn’t allow herself to become so soft. Hadn’t Harte just made that much clear? All that could matter now was fixing her mistakes—or the mistakes that she could fix, at least. The others—and there have been so many—she would just have to learn to live with. She would free the Book before its power could tear Harte apart, and then she would use it to destroy the Order, the rich men who preyed on the vulnerable. Esta would finish the job that Dolph Saunders had begun, even if she had to sacrifice herself to do it.

And before it was over, she would make Nibsy Lorcan pay—for Dakari, the one person who had always been a friend to her. For Dolph, the father she had not been allowed to know, and for Leena, the mother she would never know.

The first step was getting the stones back, and they would start in Chicago. One step at a time. Nothing is more important than the job.

Esta cringed at how quickly Professor Lachlan’s words had come to her. No, she corrected herself. Nibsy’s words. They were the words of a traitor, not a mentor and definitely not a father. She didn’t have to live by them any longer, and she certainly didn’t want them in her head.

Pulling her hand out of Harte’s without another word, Esta set off across the upper deck. She kept her head down as she quickened her steps to catch up to the meager stream of early morning passengers making their way from the docks into the larger, busier train terminal. She glanced back just before she stepped through the wide doors, but Harte was nowhere in sight.
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Harte Darrigan had watched plenty of people walk away from him over the course of his brief life. He’d watched stage managers shut doors in his face and audiences stand up and leave when his act failed to impress them. He’d watched the guys he’d run wild with when he was just a kid turn away and pretend they didn’t know him when he’d been forced to take the Five Pointers mark. He’d even watched his mother turn her back on him when he wasn’t more than twelve . . . though he wouldn’t deny that he’d deserved it. But somehow, watching Esta walk away made him want to howl, to run after her and tell her he’d changed his mind.

It was an impulse he didn’t completely trust.

Yes, he admired Esta—for her talent and her determination. For the way she always met his eyes straight on, shoulders back, unafraid of what might come. His equal—his better, perhaps—in every way.

Of course, he liked her as well—for her sharp sense of humor and the flash in her eyes when she was angry. He liked her steadfastness and loyalty to those she cared about. And he liked that even when she was lying right to his face, she never pretended to be anything other than what she was.

He wouldn’t say he loved her. No . . . He had seen what love had done to his mother and to Dolph. To Harte, the very word was a con—a lie that people told themselves and others to cover the truth. When people said love, what they really meant was dependency. Obsession. Weakness. So no, he would not say he loved Esta, but he could admit that he wanted her. He could maybe, maybe even admit that he needed her. But he would only ever admit it to himself.

Now, though, that desire he felt for her—the wanting and needing—was a craving stronger, darker than it had ever been. Harte trusted it even less, because it wasn’t entirely his own. In the furthest recesses of his mind, he could feel the power that had once been contained in the Book gathering its strength and pressing at his very soul, like some beaked and taloned creature about to hatch.

As Esta walked away from him, Harte’s hands gripped the railing of the boat. He had to hold himself steady as he felt that power lash out within him, because it had already discovered the truth—it had already learned that she was his weakness.

If he released his hold on the railing, he would follow her, which was what the power trapped within him wanted more than anything. If he followed her as he wanted to, it would be that much harder to press the power down, to keep himself whole . . . and to keep Esta safe. Because if the power took hold of him, if he allowed it to reach for her—for all that she was and all that she could be—its razor-tipped claws would claim her. And it would destroy her.

Had Harte known what the Book was, he wouldn’t have been so eager to get his hands on it. When Dolph Saunders had tempted him with the prospect of a way out of the city, he hadn’t imagined that his own body and mind could become a prison more absolute than the island he’d been born on. He certainly hadn’t expected the Book they stole from the Order to be a living thing—no one had. Because if any of the others—Dolph or Nibsy or the rest—had any idea of what the Book really contained, they never would have let him near it.

Days ago, everything had seemed clearer, simple even. In the bowels of Khafre Hall, his plan had been straightforward. If he took the Book from Dolph’s gang, he would have the freedom he’d wanted for so long, and Nibsy Lorcan—the double-crossing rat—wouldn’t be able to use it for his own ends. He’d seen Nibsy’s plan, the way he would use the Book to control Mageus and use the Mageus under his control to eradicate Sundren. It would be a world safe for the old magic, but the only one with any freedom in it would be Nibsy himself.

But it hadn’t only been Nibsy that Harte had been worried about. Stealing the Book from the Order also meant that Jack Grew would never be able to use it to finish the monstrous machine he was building, the one that could wipe magic from the earth. Too bad that the moment Harte’s hands had brushed that crackled leather, all those plans had changed.

He was used to keeping himself away from others. Most people didn’t realize how much of themselves they projected, so Harte had long become accustomed to pulling his affinity inward and keeping himself closed off. He hated being caught off guard by the onslaught of jumbled images and feelings and thoughts that most people shoved freely into the world. But he hadn’t thought to prepare himself for the Book.

When his skin had made contact with the ancient, cracked cover, he’d realized his mistake. He’d felt a hot, searing energy enter him—a magic with a power like nothing he had ever experienced.

Then the screaming had started.

It had taken only seconds, but those seconds had felt like a never-ending barrage of sound and impressions, an incoherent jumble of languages he should not have been able to understand. But Harte never needed to know the words to understand a person’s heart and mind, and touching the Book had been like reading a person.

Actually, it had been far easier. It was as though the power within the Book had been waiting for that moment—waiting for him to become its living body. He’d understood almost immediately that the Book was more than any one of them had predicted. It was power. It was wrath. It was the beating heart of magic in the world, and it wanted nothing more and nothing less than to be set free. To become. To consume.

And what it wanted most to consume was Esta.

Fortunately, the power he’d unwittingly freed was still weakened by centuries of imprisonment. Harte could still push it down and lock it away when he focused. But the power was growing stronger every day, and he knew that he wouldn’t be able to suppress it forever. He hadn’t planned to.

Harte had planned to die. He hadn’t known for sure whether throwing himself from the bridge would silence the clamoring voices, but he’d figured that at least it would mean they couldn’t use him as their pawn. But then Jianyu had shown up at the docks the night before the bridge and offered him another way.

By then Harte had already scattered the artifacts, sending most of them away from the city to keep them out of Nibsy’s reach. He hadn’t realized until it was too late that he could have used them to control the Book’s power. He certainly hadn’t expected Esta to return.

Now stopping Nibsy and the Order and keeping Esta safe depended on controlling it. To do that, they needed the artifacts. But retrieving them meant leaving people behind—his mother, for one. Jianyu, for another. And maybe most worrisome of all, it meant leaving one of the stones.

He’d given one to Cela because he didn’t have any other way to repay her for what he’d done when he’d forced his dying mother upon her with his affinity. The ring had been the least obtrusive of the Order’s pieces, other than maybe the cuff that he’d given to Esta. Harte had known even then that it wasn’t a good enough trade, but now that Esta had returned, he truly understood the danger he’d put Cela in—especially if the boy Esta had brought back with her could find anything. He could only hope that the command he’d planted in her mind with his affinity would be enough to help Cela evade danger until Jianyu could protect her and the stone.

Harte waited a while before he released his hold on the railing, long enough that Esta was out of sight and the crewman on the ferry was beginning to pay more attention to him than was safe.

When he stepped from the boat onto the solidness of the New Jersey soil, he tested himself to make sure that the power within him was still quiet, pushed down deep. It was a new state, but for Harte, who had been trapped on the island of Manhattan his entire life, it might as well have been a new continent.

Around him, people bustled onward, gathering their bags and their children as they moved toward the terminal entrance. He joined them, keeping his cap low, his eyes down, allowing himself to be caught up in the current. He sensed the excitement of some heading off toward new places and the weariness of others making the same trip they’d made countless times before. All of them were oblivious to the miracle it was that they could choose to purchase a ticket, step onto a train, and arrive somewhere else. For Harte, that miracle was one he would never take for granted, however much time he had left.

As he was carried along by the crowd, he almost felt as though the world could be his. Perhaps their mission might actually work and a different future could be possible. But then he heard a whispering begin to grow louder in the recesses of his mind. The dark choir merged into a single voice, one that was speaking in a language he should not have recognized but understood nonetheless. A single word that held untold meaning.

Soon.
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The sun was already climbing into the sky as the streetcar rumbled north through the city. Jianyu kept himself tucked back into a corner, careful not to touch anyone and reveal his presence, until they reached the stop at Broadway, close to Wallack’s Theatre, where Harte Darrigan had once performed. Cela’s neighbors believed she’d fled from the house because she was guilty of the fire, but Jianyu suspected otherwise. He was not sure where she would go, but he hoped she would eventually return here, to the theater where she worked.

Keeping the light around him was easier now, with the morning sun providing ample threads for him to grasp and open around him. When he reached Wallack’s, Jianyu looked up to find familiar eyes watching him from above.

It was only a painting, a large multistoried advertisement for the variety acts to be found inside, but Harte Darrigan’s gaze seemed to be steady on Jianyu—though whether it felt like a warning or encouragement, he could not have said.

Still concealed by his affinity, Jianyu surveyed the theater from across the street. He could wait and watch for Cela to arrive, but he decided that inside there might be some hint of where else she would go. Keeping his affinity close, he crossed the street to the stage door. After picking the lock, he slipped into the darkened theater and began searching for some sign of Cela in the area backstage.

Inside, the theater waited, dark and silent. Jianyu had never set foot in Wallack’s before, or any of the Broadway houses that advertised their shows on bright electric marquees. He had taken in a show at the Bowery Theatre once, when he had first arrived in the city, but it had been a noisy, raucous affair in a house tattered and broken by the usual crowd. Wallack’s was different. It looked like a palace, and Jianyu had a feeling that it would still feel like one, even when the house was full.

He followed the narrow halls back, deeper into the theater, passing dressing room after dressing room. But Cela was not a performer. She would not be given her name on a door. No . . . she would be somewhere else, somewhere quieter. He continued on in the darkness until he came to steps that led down into the belly of the building.

The cellar smelled of dust and mold, of freshly cut wood and the sharpness of paint. It was darker there, but darkness was rarely without some strands of light within it. He took out the bronze mirror disks that helped him focus his affinity and used them to open the meager strands of light, keeping himself concealed as he moved through the cellar.

Jianyu saw the light that flickered behind him before he heard the voice that accompanied it. “Can I help you?”

He turned to find a woman with hair as bright as luck itself staring in his direction.

She cannot possibly see me. . . .

“I know you’re there,” she said, her eyes steady. Her face was pale as a ghost in the darkness. “I can feel you. You might as well show yourself before I call for someone.”

Jianyu stayed still and quiet, barely allowing himself a breath as he considered his options.

“Just so you know, this staircase is the only way out.” Her expression never shifted. “I know what you are,” she told him, her eyes still not quite finding him. “I can feel you.”

Without any warning, he felt the tendrils of warmth—of magic—brushing against him. She was Mageus, like him. He could try to escape as he was, but if she had magic, who knew what she was capable of? Better to face her now than to find himself trapped. Perhaps they might even be allies.

He released his hold on the light and watched as her eyes found him in the darkness of the basement.

“There. That wasn’t so bad, was it?” she asked with a smile.

“I meant no harm,” he told her, keeping his chin tipped down so that the brim of his hat would keep his features shadowed.

“You’re here awful early,” she said. Her magic was still brushing at him, like warm fingers running down the length of his neck, caressing his cheek and making his blood burn with something that felt suspiciously like desire.

“I am looking for someone,” he said, trying to block the temptation of those warm tendrils.

“Well, it looks like you found someone,” she said with a too-welcoming smile as she came the rest of the way down the stairs toward him.

He swallowed. Hard. “I am looking for a Miss Johnson . . . a Miss Cela Johnson,” he said, fighting the urge to go to the woman. From the looks of it, she was wearing nothing more than a silken robe, and each movement she made threatened to expose more of the creamy flesh beneath.
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