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THE SERPENT

1902—New York

The Serpent waited, concealed in the shadows of the city. His attention was focused on the bunching and shifting of the Aether around him… and on the estate just across Fifth Avenue from where he stood. The mansion, like its neighbors, glowed with electric light, an island of impossible luxury in the midst of a city that teemed with poverty and violence. But it was no safe haven, not even for the powerful men inside.

Despite all that had happened, the leaders of the Order still believed themselves to be inviolable. It did not matter that Khafre Hall was now a pile of ashes or that their artifacts and the Book of Mysteries had been taken from them. The Order of Ortus Aurea had continued on as though their greatest humiliation and defeat had been nothing more than a temporary embarrassment.

Let them parade around in their silken finery, the Serpent thought. Let them put on their airs and believe in the illusion of their superiority. No amount of wealth would protect them from what was coming—a new world, where those with the old magic would no longer be held back and beaten down. A world where true magic would be the key to power and where he would wield more than anyone.

As the Serpent waited, the Aether shifted around him again. Invisible to most, the Aether was the very quintessence of existence. To the Serpent, the world had a pulse. Soon his plans would begin to coalesce, and then he would be the one to make it race. To make it dance like a puppet on a string.

Certain as his victory seemed, though, the Serpent tempered his anticipation. After all, nearly two years before, he’d stood in that very place, expecting a victory that had never arrived.

The Aether lurched like an electric charge had sped through it, and the Serpent knew that the game was changing. If all went well, soon the cane he leaned against would be more than a crutch. Soon he would have the ring, and the cane would become a true weapon, just as it had once been for another. Once the power contained within the gorgon’s head was fully unlocked, those who wore the mark would be his to command, and with them under his control, he would begin to rebuild the world anew.

By the time the door to the mansion opened to release a flood of people, the vibrations of the Aether had been whipped into a frenzy, and with it, the Serpent’s certainty grew. Dressed in silks and satins and the dark wool of fine tuxedos and top hats, the rich poured screaming from the mansion like rats from a sinking ship.

The Serpent wasn’t surprised. Humans were basically animals, stupid and instinctual. Easily led with the right incentives. No amount of money changed that. Let them scurry and flee—it would do them no good in the end. He had already made his plans, had already positioned his pieces on the board, and now he had only to wait. Soon one of the Order’s artifacts would belong to him, and with it, true control over the Devil’s Own… and then so much more.






THE GIRL WITH THE KNIFE

1902—New York

J. P. Morgan’s ballroom was a riot of noise and violence. Viola Vaccarelli watched as the people around her erupted into panic. Jack Grew had tried to set a trap for her brother, but the moment Jack had given the word for the police to arrest him, Paolo’s Five Pointers had revealed themselves and started to attack. As gunfire erupted in the ballroom, the members of the Order, along with their wives and rich friends, seemed suddenly to realize that their gala had turned deadly and that no amount of money would stop their blood from spilling. Tuxedoed men and silk-clad women toppled chairs and one another as they fled, but Viola cared for none of it. All she could see was the blood on her blade.

Jianyu’s blood.

She had not been aiming for him. There had been a girl—one of Morgan’s maids—with skin dark as any of the Turkish peddlers her father used to complain about back in the old country. The girl had been going for the ring. Viola had been sure of it.

Viola had not stopped to consider who the girl might be or whether she even understood the artifact’s true value. She had simply pulled Libitina from its hidden sheath in a practiced fluid motion, as she’d done a hundred times before. Drawing back her arm, Viola had sent the knife flying. Then, out of nothing and nowhere, Jianyu had appeared, directly in the path between the girl and the blade.

She had named the knife for the goddess of funerals because it never missed. Because her blade always struck deadly and true. The ballroom had continued to roar around her, but Viola’s eyes were fixed on Jianyu’s shoulder, where Libitina was sheathed to the hilt in the flesh and muscle and bone of a man she had once considered a friend.

The brown-skinned girl had gone ashen with the sight, but Jianyu had paid her no attention. His eyes had been steady on Viola, despite the pain that had shadowed them. His mouth had formed careful words, but Viola heard only the roar of the room, the blood pounding behind her eyes, and her own shallow breathing.

Still, Jianyu’s gaze had never wavered. His expression had creased with determination as he’d pulled Libitina from his shoulder. Blood had soaked the material of his tunic in response, and his hand had trembled as he held the dagger out to Viola. An offering. A truce. But all Viola could see was the blade, still sticky with his blood. It was a lurid stain on the shining metal and another dark mark on her soul.

Viola knew too well the weight of a soul. As Dolph Saunders’ assassin, she’d taken so many lives. She’d accepted those black marks, one after another, in the hope that one day others like her would not have to struggle as she had. She’d made peace with her own certain damnation—had only hoped that it might have meaning. Now, staring at Jianyu’s blood, Viola understood that she’d been a fool to ever hope for redemption.

Shame and guilt wrapped around her like a noose, but before her ears could clear, before she could understand Jianyu’s words, his legs wobbled beneath him, and a man with skin as dark brown as the girl’s scooped him up. Jianyu, who had always held himself with a determined strength, who had always seemed somehow apart from the rest of Dolph’s gang, did not fight this man, and Viola understood immediately that they were friends—Jianyu, the girl, and this man. She realized in that instant the depth of her mistake.

Before Viola could say a word or take a step toward them, Jianyu’s head lolled back. His body went slack in the man’s arms, and his hand, which had been holding Libitina, went limp. Viola’s dagger fell to the floor, and the brown-skinned girl scooped the blade from the ground. She did not offer it, as Jianyu had, but instead lifted the knife in warning as she met Viola’s eyes with a silent challenge. Judgment and anger and fear all burned at once in her dark eyes—and rightfully so.

Because Viola knew what the knife could do, she held steady. Even in the hands of a Sundren, a mere nick of the blade could be deadly.

Which is why I need to make them understand. She could fix this—all of it. The misunderstanding. Jianyu. The blood on the blade. Her curse was her gift as well. But Viola saw Jianyu’s limp hand swinging listlessly—lifelessly—and felt a familiar heaviness pressing her down. For what she had done once again. For what she was.

When they began to back away, taking Jianyu with them, Viola could not seem to make her feet move or her mouth speak, even as the words waited on her tongue. Urgent. Necessary. The room was still rollicking, and Viola knew that she needed to go—with them, away, it did not matter. She could not stay there, and yet she seemed to be rooted in place.

Then a movement in the corner of her vision drew her attention back to her original destination, where a great stone beast sat upon a woman’s chest. It looked like something from a nightmare, roughly hewn from rock or perhaps from clay, but the beast moved as though it were alive. It shifted, puffing itself up in warning to any that might approach. Guarding its treasure.

The ring.

Viola had only agreed to accompany her brother to the Order’s gala because Nibsy Lorcan had told her that an artifact would be here. The last time she’d seen the ring was in the depths of the Order’s Mysterium. Then, it had been on Krzysztof Zeranski’s finger. The Order had taken the man, along with other powerful Mageus, and had bespelled him. They had been draining his affinity—killing Krzysztof and the others—with false magic, presumably to restore the power in the artifacts. Then, Viola had allowed Darrigan to get the better of her and slip away with the ring, but now Viola knew she had a second chance.

The ring was within her reach again, there upon the dead woman’s hand. It was so close, this item that Dolph Saunders had desperately wanted. This artifact that Dolph had believed could help to free them all. Dolph had been her mentor and her friend. He’d given Viola a home and a purpose. He’d given her hope, too, that the world could be different.

But he’d lied.

Viola understood that now. She had seen the truth for herself, written in Dolph’s own hand. He might have scooped Viola from the gutter and saved her from a life of misery under her brother’s thumb, but she learned in the end that Dolph Saunders was a man of secrets. He’d done terrible things alongside the good.

Viola turned back to Jianyu, but the man carrying him had already disappeared into the crowd, and Viola felt a sharp pang of something too close to longing. She could simply walk away from all of this—from the danger swirling around her, from her brother with his anger and threats, and especially from the mad path that Dolph Saunders had set them all upon. She could leave the ring and follow Jianyu and his new friends, whoever they were. She could make right her mistake.

It’s already too late. She had seen Jianyu’s hand swinging lifelessly. She had no power over death.

Then the great beast shifted again, drawing Viola’s attention back to the ring that glinted on the finger of the woman who lay dead beneath the heavy creature. The monstrous thing adjusted itself over the woman’s lifeless body with a menacing lurch, and Viola was reminded that it was not only Dolph Saunders who had been after the Order’s artifacts. Nibsy Lorcan had killed for his chance to possess them, and the Order would kill to retrieve them as well. Perhaps it already had. Perhaps this great stone beast was their work. Whatever Dolph Saunders might have been playing at, whatever his secrets or lies, Viola knew that neither Nibsy Lorcan nor the Order could be allowed to have the ring.

Viola had no idea where the couple was taking Jianyu, and with each passing second it was growing more impossible to follow, but the ring was here. She could not leave it. Letting her affinity unfurl a little, she sensed the lives of each person in the room. Their heartbeats surrounded her, but she felt nothing from the creature.

Because this was not life, she realized. The beast was nothing more than manipulation of matter, and Viola’s affinity was for the blood of the living. It had no power over this creature.

Perhaps with her knife she could slay it.…

But Libitina was gone. It had disappeared into the crowd, along with Jianyu.

All around Viola, women still screamed and fainted, and men continued to run for cover as Paolo’s scagnozzi stirred the confusion with their own violent glee. She ignored all of them. She moved slowly, cautiously slinking on satin slippers toward the dais where the woman lay. Viola knew the beast watched her. Still, she inched steadily closer. When she was little more than an arm’s length away, the creature squared its shoulders in warning.

Viola didn’t allow herself to hesitate or second-guess. She lunged for the woman, grabbed hold of her limp hand, and started to tug at the ring. But when Viola’s fingers brushed against the cool smoothness of the ring’s gemstone, suddenly the sound of blood became riotous in her ears. Her affinity flared, stirred by the power in the stone, and for a moment she felt the pulse of life in the room. Every beating heart. And she knew she could end them all.

But the beast was already moving toward Viola, and before she could move away, the force of its weight knocked into her. Her hand lost contact with the stone, and the clamoring rush of blood went silent.

The creature lurched again, and Viola thought her bones would crack beneath its weight as it shifted to press a broad clawed paw squarely on her throat. With the pressure, Viola could not draw breath, and she knew that with one more movement, the creature would snap her neck in two. Still, she reached for the woman’s hand, careful not to touch the stone this time.

With the beast’s weight crushing her, Viola’s vision was starting to blur as she tugged at the ring until… there. Just as darkness pulled her under, the ring slipped free.






ANTICIPATION

1902—New York

Watching his gala dissolve into madness, Jack Grew felt the Book tremble against his chest. As gunfire rang throughout his uncle’s ballroom, the most powerful men in New York revealed their cowardice. The leaders of the Order had lorded their power over him for so long. They’d thought him a failure—an embarrassment—but now they screamed like women as their fear exposed their truest selves.

The old men who led the Order were weak. Impotent. They had allowed their wealth and position to blind them to the truth—their days of power were nearing an end. Jack had seen their faces while he commanded the stage. All the demonstrations he’d performed upon that stage were mere parlor tricks compared to the power that was still undiscovered within the pages of the Book. Still, the old men of the Order had been shocked. They’d been awed by what they’d seen, and perhaps most gratifying of all, they’d been afraid. And that was before Paul Kelly and his men had turned the gala into a melee.

Jack’s lips twitched as the Order debased themselves in front of common criminals. So much for their power. So much for the Order’s great might. But the amusement of the moment could last for only so long. Across the room, Jack’s beast waited, as did his prize.

The clay golem that Jack had formed with his own two hands and brought to life with knowledge he’d gleaned from the Book sat atop the broken and lifeless body of Evelyn DeMure. The harlot had tried to manipulate him with her siren’s song, but in the end, her feral magic was no match for the gifts the Book had bestowed upon him. Her end was only the beginning for Jack. Her death would bring into being the world he would build, a world where every maggot who lurked in the shadows would finally be dealt with. Once he had the ring, he’d rebuild his machine, and there would be nowhere for them to hide.

Another shot rang out, but Jack barely heard it. The familiar bitterness of morphine lay on his tongue, emboldening him, and the power of the Book urged him on. Why should he bother to cower? What bullet could touch him now?

The Book trembled like a second heartbeat in the breast pocket of his jacket, and his blood answered, churning in anticipation. But then Jack saw that someone had reached Evelyn before him. A girl in purple, whose bright satin stood out amid the sea of dark suits. She was tugging at Evelyn’s hand, trying to remove the ring.

With her cheap gown and swarthy skin, she certainly wasn’t one of the fair porcelain dolls of society ballrooms. She came with Paul Kelly, Jack realized, remembering the girl from earlier in the evening. He’d dismissed her then as nothing but a trollop from the Bowery, but now he saw the determination in her dark features. Clearly, this girl knew what the ring was. The Book shuddered again, and Jack understood—she was one of them.

Ignoring the chaos around him, he stepped down from the small stage where he’d been presiding over the evening’s events and pushed his way through the churning crowd. The Book beat an erratic tattoo against his chest as he clambered over toppled chairs, determined to reach Evelyn’s body before Kelly’s whore could take his victory. He was nearly there when another volley of shots rang out, and from nowhere, Jack found himself dragged down, pushed over, with the air knocked from his lungs.

“Get off, you damn—” Jack was already bringing his arm back to swing at his attacker.

“Now, just hold on there, Mr. Grew. It’s not safe to—”

Jack stopped midswing, realizing it wasn’t one of Kelly’s men. It was instead one of the police who had been present to deal with Kelly. “This isn’t necessary,” he told the man through gritted teeth as he struggled against his would-be savior. “I’m perfectly fine.”

“You need to stay down.” The man pressed Jack to the floor again as more shots were exchanged.

He couldn’t move the officer, but Jack wasn’t without resources. His connection to the golem was stark and bright, and even pinned as he was, Jack’s lips moved in a silent incantation. To protect the artifact. To kill. Against his chest, the Book felt like a brand.

Only when the gunshots ceased completely did the officer finally move and help Jack to his feet. From the corner of the room, Jack caught a flash of violet and saw the girl being carried away, limp and still, by one of Kelly’s men.

He didn’t bother to go after them. Instead, he went for the dais. There lay Evelyn, broken as a painted doll. Her lips were still a bright, unnatural red, and the rouge on her cheeks looked luridly pink against the pallor of her lifeless skin. Her hand was outstretched, but the ring was gone.
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PART I







AN UNFAMILIAR COUNTRY

1904—Texas

Esta Filosik stood on the open platform at the back of a train heading into the West. The wind tore at short strands of her hair, whipping them against her cheek as she took in the view. There was a wild beauty to the land, but the stark openness of the seemingly endless sky unnerved her. Despite the warmth in the air, a chill had sunk deep into her bones. It felt suspiciously like regret.

Harte was gone.

When she’d discovered his absence a little while ago, she hadn’t even been surprised. Not really. His desertion felt strangely familiar. Almost expected. Maybe a part of her had been waiting for him to leave for weeks now, but it didn’t hurt any less to know that she’d been right.

Not that she would ever admit that. Not even to herself.

It didn’t seem to matter that he had a good reason to put distance between them. Back in New York, Harte had tried to warn her that the power that had once been within the Book of Mysteries was dangerous. In St. Louis, he’d tried to explain that it was growing stronger and becoming harder for him to control. But the night before, when that ancient power had overwhelmed him in the Festival Hall, Esta had finally understood. Harte’s usual stormy eyes had gone black, and his expression had become so foreign that Esta had known instantly it wasn’t Harte looking back at her.

And when she’d tried to help him—when she’d touched him? A shudder ran through her at the memory of the power she’d felt tearing at her.

No. Not a power. A person. Seshat.

Once, the ancient goddess had tried to save the old magic, but Seshat had been betrayed and trapped in the pages of the Ars Arcana. Now, after being imprisoned for so many years, she was furious and probably more than a little unhinged. To get her revenge, Seshat would destroy the world itself, and she would use Esta to do it.

So yes, maybe Harte had been right to leave, to put space between them until they had a way to control the goddess’s power. But he should have discussed it with her. They could have made a plan. Together. Like the partners they were supposed to be. And he certainly shouldn’t have taken the Key. It was, without a doubt, the bigger betrayal.

Esta wasn’t exactly sure how time might unravel if she never returned to the city and gave her younger self the cuff with Ishtar’s Key, as Professor Lachlan said she must. One thing was certain, though—Esta was undeniably connected to that small girl she had once been. She now wore the evidence of this link on her wrist, where a scar had appeared only days before.

Despite being new to Esta, the silvery letters looked like they’d been carved into her skin long ago, a single word in the Latin she’d learned as a child—the Latin that Professor Lachlan had taught her. Redi.

He’d used the imperative. It was a demand that she return to him.

The scar’s sudden appearance was proof that however twisted and tangled time might be, the person Esta was now and the young girl Nibsy held captive were one and the same, as Nibsy and Professor Lachlan were one and the same. It was a sign—a warning—that Esta had no choice but to return the Key to her younger self and put her own life on its proper course. If she didn’t, her present would become impossible. The person she was would cease to be.

Maybe that would be better.

Esta felt suddenly numb with a mixture of grief and exhaustion. Again and again she had tried to right the wrongs of history. She had tried to create a better future for those with the old magic, but she had failed—

No, Esta thought darkly. I’ve made things even worse.

When she and Harte had left New York weeks before, they’d only meant to find the artifacts before Nibsy could, but Esta had mistakenly brought them forward to 1904 and had destroyed a train in the process. Because of that mistake, the Devil’s Thief and the Antistasi had been born. History had been set on a different path: the old magic had been deemed illegal, and so many had suffered because of it. And that was before they’d attacked the Society’s ball—and the president. Esta could only imagine the ways history might continue to change because of what she’d done.

She should have listened to Harte and focused on collecting the stones. Instead, Esta had let her anger blind her, and she’d helped the Antistasi deploy a serum that turned out to be deadly. Worse, Jack Grew had still managed to slip away, taking the Book—and all of the secrets it held—with him. Without the Book, there was little chance of finding a way to use the stones to stop Seshat without Esta giving up her life.

But even sacrificing her life wasn’t enough to right the wrongs she had created. Esta was willing to give up everything to stop Seshat here and now, but even if Harte could take the Key back to New York for her and give it to her younger self, the world was likely already changing in ways Esta couldn’t predict and didn’t want to think about.

She took a step toward the edge of the platform, ignoring how the wind lashed at her. Below, the ground rushed by in a blur of rock and brush. Maybe it would be better if she didn’t return the stone. After all, without her meddling, the Book and its terrible power would have disappeared, as it had once before, and Seshat would never have been a threat. The world would be safe.

Safe. Esta looked out at the far-off horizon and tried to imagine that world, but she found she couldn’t. Hadn’t she learned long ago that safety was nothing but an illusion?

Her death was no solution. She knew that. If she never returned the Key, if history did unwind itself, the old magic would die, as Seshat had feared so long ago. Esta had grown up in that world, in a time far in the future, where magic was nothing but a fairy tale. And before magic faded away? There would be a century of fear and pain for those Mageus unlucky enough to have been born with a connection to the old magic. Removing herself from the equation wouldn’t stop the Order or any of the Brotherhoods. It wouldn’t end their hate or their violence or the power they held over the city she loved. It would simply leave the innocent as unprotected as they’d ever been. And Harte Darrigan would be gone as well, lost to history and memory, his life ended on a cold and lonely bridge.

It was that final thought that felt most impossible of all.

Esta’s fingers brushed at the bracelet at her wrist. The cheap strand of beads was the only thing Harte had left her, but he’d used his affinity to make it something more. As soon as Esta touched it, she felt Harte there, like he was standing right beside her. His voice echoed softly through her mind, explaining where he would go, what he planned to do, and when his words died away, Esta thought she could almost feel the warm brush of lips against the column of her throat: a promise and a plea all at once.

To control Seshat and stop the ancient power from unmaking the world, they needed the other lost artifacts, but with Seshat’s power growing, Harte’s time was running out. The Dragon’s Eye waited for him on a distant shore, but the Pharaoh’s Heart was closer. It was where they would have traveled together if everything hadn’t gone wrong in St. Louis. But with the threat of Seshat’s power, they couldn’t afford to waste time traveling together.

Find the dagger. Then meet me at the bridge. Together they would go back to the city and collect the final artifact.

It wasn’t exactly a command. Harte hadn’t used his affinity to take away Esta’s will, as he could have. He’d left her behind, trusting that she would be able to do what he asked of her. Trusting that she’d be willing.

Or maybe he didn’t trust her completely.… He’d taken her cuff, after all.

The land flew by around her, wide and open, a world filled with possibilities that were not for her. Would never be for her. Esta would do what Harte had asked. She would find the dagger and then meet him at the bridge, but she would not allow herself to forget where her path would inevitably lead. She would use her affinity to stop Seshat, and in doing so, she would lose her life. Once Seshat was no longer a threat, it would be left to Harte to take the Key to the small girl Esta had been and stop time from unwinding. There was nothing Esta could do about the tragedy she’d caused in St. Louis. There was no way she could see to take the stones back to 1902 without crossing them with themselves and losing them again. But she could still stop Seshat from unmaking the world. Perhaps with Seshat’s power under control, Harte and the others they’d left in the city could fight the Order and create a different future for magic. Perhaps that could be enough.

Esta reached for the bracelet once more, the beads cool against her fingertips. Again Harte’s voice came to her. She couldn’t stop herself from closing her eyes as his words brushed against her and his presence surrounded her again. Nor could she stop her throat from going tight at the feel of his lips against her skin, but when she opened her eyes, she was alone in the middle of a wide sweep of unfamiliar country.

She tore the bracelet from her wrist, letting the tiny glass beads scatter like seeds in the wind. Esta wouldn’t let herself rely on the comforting presence of Harte’s voice, nor could she afford the distraction of his kiss. Both were only reminders of a future that could never be.

But first the dagger.

The air smelled faintly of the coal smoke expelled by the train, and the morning sky was a bright cornflower blue overhead. The train didn’t seem to be slowing anytime soon, but that didn’t mean that Esta couldn’t get off. Far off in the distance, the jagged teeth of a town broke the endless stretch of the horizon. It was an opportunity.

Esta let her affinity flare until she could sense time hanging around her, but she’d barely started to reach for the seconds when she saw something else in the corner of her vision. A shadow lurked there, and the darkness had her drawing back and releasing her hold on time.

She’d seen darkness like that before. It had happened the first time, weeks ago, on the train out of New Jersey, and then again in St. Louis. Each time, destruction had followed. But every time it had happened before, Esta had been touching Harte; their connection had allowed Seshat’s power to amplify her own. That couldn’t be what was happening, though. Harte was gone, and Seshat’s power with him.

Wasn’t it?

Esta shook off the unease that had turned the warm summer wind suddenly cold against her skin. She took a deep breath to center herself, letting the rhythm of the train steady her, but before she could reach for her affinity again, she noticed that a small puff of smoke had appeared on the horizon. It was enough to make her pause.

Not smoke, Esta realized. It was a cloud of dust thrown up by a group of horses galloping toward the train. Even from that distance, she could tell they carried riders.

Esta took an instinctive step back from the railing, pulling herself out of sight. She didn’t know who the riders were, but her instincts were screaming that their appearance was no coincidence.

The Order had found her.






A WHISPERING CERTAINTY

1904—St. Louis

It was not yet six in the morning—an ungodly hour, to Jack Grew’s thinking—when he found himself walking through the empty midway of the world’s fair. Dark clouds hung heavy above, mirroring the mood of the whole city. As far as Jack was concerned, the gloom of the early morning suited him. His overcoat warded off the dampness of the day, and within a hidden inner pocket, the weight of the Book was a comfort, a ballast stone to keep him steady on his course. Within his mind, a new consciousness was taking form, a whispering certainty that he would prevail.

The grounds of the Exposition would not be open to the public today, not after the embarrassment at the ball that had happened the night before. The highest-ranking members of the Veiled Prophet Society—and consequently, all of St. Louis—had retreated to their individual mansions and boardrooms to lick their wounds and hide their fear, leaving the people of the city to fend for themselves.

Jack wasn’t exactly surprised. The men who held power in the Society weren’t any different from those who led the Order. Who could the men of the Veiled Prophet Society ever hope to be if they would not even reveal their faces?

Nothing. No one.

Luckily, Roosevelt was fine. The president had been removed from the Festival Hall moments before the attack, right before everything had erupted. Before leaving town late last night, Roosevelt had commended Jack on his bravery, thanked him for his assistance and his loyalty, and given him a new position.

So, yes, perhaps Harte Darrigan and the girl had managed to slip through Jack’s fingers, but the chaos they’d unleashed had worked in Jack’s favor. Because of their actions, Jack had more authority than ever before. Because of their recklessness, the entire country understood exactly how dangerous feral magic was. The yellow journalists would sensationalize the events to sell their tawdry rags, and the fear and hate that was already spreading like a wildfire through the land would become the forge that could bring Jack’s ultimate goals to fruition.

At the sound of steadily approaching footsteps, Jack turned to find Hendricks—one of the Jefferson Guard who had helped him in the previous weeks—approaching. Right on time.

Jack didn’t bother calling out a greeting or lifting a hand in welcome. Instead, he kept his hands tucked into his jacket pockets, where his fingers brushed against the artifact he carried.

He’d found the piece years before, but after the events of the Conclave, he’d used the pages of the Ars Arcana to secret it away. To protect it. For the last two years, however, the Book had refused to return the artifact, stripping Jack of the power he might have otherwise wielded… until the night before. Now the familiar coolness of the stone in the artifact sent a thrill of anticipation through his blood, and the same whispering certainty rose within him again.

Hendricks’ gaze shifted restlessly, as though he expected an attack. “Sir,” he said in greeting. “Everything is ready. Just as you’ve required.”

“Good,” Jack said, ignoring the outstretched hand and withholding the praise he knew Hendricks craved. “Let’s be on with it, then.”

The two men made their way past the enormous sepulchral buildings, all quiet in the morning’s gloom, until they came to a tower at least twenty stories high, as tall as the skyscrapers that were already starting to transform the skyline of Manhattan. The building at the base of the tower housed a mixture of working machinery and displays about the wonders of wireless telegraphy. Jack had already seen the exhibit—and the one in the Palace of Electricity, where the ever-present crackle of high-voltage electricity had signaled that the De Forest wireless machine was at work. He’d already watched the operators send messages to and from this very tower, through the air—as if by magic.

Jack wasn’t as ignorant as the people whose eyes had goggled in wonder, though. He knew that it wasn’t magic but science that accomplished the task, and he also knew that scientific thinking applied to the occult arts could reap great rewards.

Years before, Jack had worked in secret to create a machine that could cleanse the world of dangerous, feral magic. He had hoped to reveal his masterpiece at the Conclave. He had imagined his machine in the Wardenclyffe Tower, the wireless installation that J. P. Morgan had been financing for Tesla out on Long Island. Jack had planned to use the machine to lead the Order into the future. Now he had bigger dreams.

Here was evidence that Tesla’s project had not been a waste of resources, as J. P. Morgan had eventually come to believe. Here, disguised as a novelty, was evidence that Jack’s plan might one day be possible.

“How many know that we’re here this morning?” Jack asked as the elevator began rising through the steel-framed tower. All around, the fairgrounds lay quiet and empty. Beyond, St. Louis looked as ragged and uninspiring as it did from the ground. It was nothing compared to New York, and thanks to the Society’s inability to protect the fair—and to stop Esta and Darrigan from stealing the necklace—it never would be.

Hendricks’ expression was like flint. “The bare minimum required, as you requested. They’re all trustworthy.”

“You’re sure?” Jack asked, eyeing Hendricks. “This project is of the utmost importance, and secrecy is a necessity.”

Hendricks glanced at Jack, a question in his eyes.

“By order of President Roosevelt himself, of course,” Jack said easily. It wasn’t a complete lie. Roosevelt had ordered him to take charge of the investigation into the incident at the ball, and the president had created the new cabinet position that granted Jack the power to do just that. “You know, I could use a good man like you on my staff.”

“You could?” Hendricks asked, his brow wrinkling.

“On behalf of the president, of course,” Jack amended humbly.

“Of course,” Hendricks echoed. “It would be an honor to serve.” He stood a little taller.

Even with his freshly starched uniform, Hendricks couldn’t hide his softness. He was no soldier, honed for battle, but maybe he and the Guard could be useful nonetheless. The men who ran the Order and the Society were a minority too small to really wield power… unless the more insignificant members of the population yielded it voluntarily. With Hendricks, Jack might well be able to take control of the entire Jefferson Guard.

“The president will be honored by your commitment,” Jack said solemnly as the elevator reached the top of the tower. “As am I.”

Hendricks nodded and puffed out his chest even more.

The elevator shuddered to a stop, and the doors opened to reveal the observation platform. Windows encased the space. To the east, the Mississippi curved, muddy and dark, bisecting the country. To the west, endless possibility.

Hendricks made the introductions to the men who were waiting at the top and operating the tower. One sat at a long table that was cluttered with machinery. His concentration remained on the controls, as the other explained how the tower received signals.

“How far can you reach?” Jack asked, studying the machine, his mind whirling.

“So far we’ve managed to get messages from as far as Springfield, Illinois. A distance of over two hundred miles, sir,” the operator told him.

Two hundred miles. It was twice what he had hoped to reach with the Wardenclyffe Tower. “I’d like to see the transformer,” Jack said, wondering how they’d contained the enormous amount of electricity. It had been the singular problem of his original machine: the abundance of power it harvested could not be contained safely. Though the comforting weight of the artifact in his pocket reminded him that perhaps he already had an answer to that particular problem.

“Just through there, sir,” the man told Jack, pointing to a partitioned area with only a small pane of glass to peer through.

Jack went closer and examined it. As he watched, the room lit with a dazzling brilliancy, and a muffled whoosh of sound carried through the heavy door.

“Open it,” Jack told them.

“I’m not sure that’s the best idea,” the operator said hesitantly.

“I didn’t ask if it was a good idea,” Jack said, keeping his voice calm and even. “I asked you to open it.”

“But the amount of voltage necessary to receive a message is quite dangerous,” the operator hedged.

“I’m willing to assume that danger.” Jack glanced at the man.

The operator blinked, clearly torn about what he should do, but eventually he relented. As he worked on unlocking the door of the partition, Jack took a vial from his pocket and placed a cube of morphine beneath his tongue, allowing the bitterness to flood his mouth slowly, so he could savor it. Just as he would savor this.

“Hendricks, you’re free to wait outside if you’d like,” Jack told the Guard, not bothering to look in his direction. He could sense Hendricks’ hesitancy, but to the man’s credit, he stayed.

Silence descended upon the observation tower as they all stood stock-still and waited for a message to arrive.

The flash of blinding light came without warning. The roar of a cannon surrounded him, as the hairs on the nape of Jack’s neck lifted with the residual voltage that sifted through the air. The other men raised their hands to ward off the light, but Jack stared into the brightness, relishing the power that the tower managed to conduct. He gripped the artifact in his pocket, felt the coolness of the stone beneath his fingertips, the way it seemed to shudder and tremble at the power flooding through the room. It seemed to Jack that the stone understood what it was meant for.

When the moment was over, Jack thanked the operator and indicated that he could reseal the transmitter behind the partition. The man was obviously relieved, and Hendricks did not bother to hide his nervous sigh. But none spoke against Jack. Not so long as he was the president’s man.

They were nothing more than sheep. Expendable, stupid animals more concerned with their own meager lives than anything of real importance. Let them believe they were serving the president. It wasn’t a lie, exactly, but the Guard—and the technology held within this tower—were just the beginning of Jack’s plans.






SURROUNDED

1904—Texas

Esta watched the riders in the distance for another few seconds, and when it was clear that they were definitely heading toward the train, she made her decision. Even if she’d been willing to dismiss the shadow as a trick of her eyes—and she wasn’t sure she should—she couldn’t simply pull her affinity around herself and run, not if it meant leaving behind the two Antistasi who’d helped her escape from St. Louis. Instead, she went back into the car, rushing down the narrow corridor toward the berth she’d been sharing with North and Maggie. Before she could even grasp the handle, though, the door slid open to reveal more than six feet of irritated cowboy.

Jericho Northwood’s mismatched eyes widened in surprise at the sight of her standing there, but then they narrowed. “Where do you think—”

The train lurched with a sudden burst of braking that made the car sway, but Esta didn’t lose her footing. She pushed past North, tugging him inside the small Pullman berth and securing the door behind him. “We have a problem,” she said, brushing off his clear irritation.

“You’re damned right we have a problem,” North blustered as Maggie crossed her arms over her chest. “We woke up and found the two of you gone, right along with our necklace.”

“That’s the least of our worries right now,” Esta said, not bothering to correct him. The necklace was never going to be his, but she figured pointing out that fact wouldn’t help. Instead, she moved past Maggie to peer out from a crack in the drapes that covered the windows. The train had slowed enough that the riders had come up to escort it into town. Most of the men wore the silver stars of law enforcement on their dark lapels. All of them carried guns.

“Where’s Ben?” Maggie asked, using the name Harte had gone by in St. Louis. When Esta turned back, the other girl was peering through the thick lenses of her silver-rimmed spectacles, waiting for the answer—completely oblivious to the danger they were currently in.

“Gone,” Esta told them.

“Gone where?” North demanded, stepping toward her.

“I don’t know,” she lied. It wasn’t like she planned on taking the two Antistasi with her, anyway.

“Like hell,” North said. “There’s no way Ben went off without telling you where he was headed.”

“That’s what I would’ve thought too.” Esta let her real disappointment and frustration infuse her tone. Even knowing he’d probably been right to go, she felt Harte’s absence like a fresh bruise.

“But the necklace—” Maggie started.

“It’s gone. He took my cuff as well,” Esta told them, hoping that the bit of truth she was offering would be enough to distract them from their suspicion. She couldn’t fight them and deal with the riders, too.

“You can’t really expect us to believe you don’t know where Ben went,” North said.

“It won’t matter what you believe if we can’t figure out how to get out of the trouble we are currently in.” Esta pulled the curtain back a little.

“What is all that?” Maggie moved toward the window, her brows bunching in confusion as she peered through the split in the curtain.

The riders had come up alongside the train now. Some of the marshals rode with their eyes forward, but others looked to the train cars, clearly searching for something.

Esta let the curtains fall back across the window to obscure their view.

“That ain’t no welcoming committee,” North told them, his voice dark.

Maggie’s eyes were wide behind the lenses of her glasses. “But how could they have known we’d be here? No one saw us leave St. Louis.”

“Maybe someone on the train recognized us,” Esta said. It wasn’t like they would have been easy to miss, with her and Harte barely conscious. “It wouldn’t take much for someone to telegraph a message to the authorities.”

North cursed under his breath. A moment ago, he’d been confident. Now he looked worried—scared, even—and he had good reason to be. The news of the attack they’d launched on the Veiled Prophets’ ball would have spread quickly. Any news of the Devil’s Thief would have, but an attack on the richest men in St. Louis—on the president himself ? An attack like that wouldn’t go unanswered.

“Where are we?” Esta asked North.

“We were heading toward Dallas, so we should be deep into Texas by now,” North said.

“Texas?” That wasn’t anywhere close to the dagger.

“It was the first train we could catch. I figured it would be far enough away from the mess we left in St. Louis. Plenty of wide-open spaces and people who usually mind their own business,” North said. There was a challenge in his tone, daring her to contradict him. “It wasn’t like you were in any shape to come up with something better.”

“I didn’t say I was.” Esta barely remembered how Maggie and North had managed to get them away from the Festival Hall. “I’m grateful for all you did to get us out of St. Louis last night.”

North snorted his contempt. “So grateful you and your partner decided to hightail it out of here without so much as a word.”

“I’m still here,” Esta reminded him, letting a chill settle over her words. For now.

Maggie stepped forward. “We don’t have time for arguing. We’ll sort everything out later—after we get out of this mess.”

“There isn’t any way out of this,” North told Maggie. “Once this train stops, we’ll be surrounded. Hell, we’re already surrounded.” He rubbed his hand over the coppery stubble on his jaw, his expression tight.

“There’s always a way,” Esta said, considering their options. “Give me a minute to think.”

“Think all you want, but it won’t help any,” North said, trying to sound like he was in control of the situation, but there was a note in his voice that betrayed his fear. He swallowed hard, his throat working as his mismatched eyes met hers. “I’ve seen what happens with crowds like that. You can’t reason with them, and you can’t outrun them.”

“After what we did…” Maggie’s voice trailed off like she was remembering everything that had happened the night before. She grasped North’s arm to steady herself. “When they find us—”

Esta understood Maggie’s fear. Maggie had seen firsthand what had happened to the people they’d doused with Ruth’s serum in St. Louis. She’d watched their magic awaken, and then she’d watched them die. She had every reason to be worried.

“There’s no reason for them to find us,” Esta said. They were still Mageus, weren’t they? The two of them were Antistasi, for goodness’ sake, and wasn’t she the Devil’s Thief ? Maybe Esta didn’t have her cuff, but they weren’t powerless. They weren’t without options. “You have your watch, don’t you?” Esta asked North.

“What about it?” he said with a frown.

North’s watch didn’t tell time; it changed it. In St. Louis, they’d used his watch to try to undo the damage they’d done. It had all been too little and too late, but it didn’t have to be too late now.

“Use it,” Esta told North. “Take us forward, once this has all cleared out.”

“That’s not how the watch works.” His mouth pressed itself into a flat line. “We’re on a moving train. Even if we weren’t, I can’t go farther ahead than I’ve already been. I wouldn’t know where I might land.”

“You can’t see where you’ll end up when you use that thing?” Esta asked. It was a limit that Ishtar’s Key didn’t have. When Esta slipped through time with the cuff, she could see where she was going. She could find the right moment in the layers of years, like picking out a single word on the page of a book.

For a second Esta considered leaving, like she’d intended to before she’d seen the riders. Maybe North’s watch couldn’t save them, but there wasn’t anything stopping Esta from pulling the seconds slow and slipping away. Maybe if she wasn’t with them, North and Maggie would have a fighting chance. After all, Jack had only seen her and Harte in St. Louis. Without the necklace, there would be no proof that the two Antistasi had been involved in anything at all. Maybe without her they would be okay. But “maybe” wasn’t enough for Esta to bet on.

If they had been seen together on the train, North and Maggie would still be targets. Esta couldn’t walk away. She owed them too much—for standing against Ruth, for being willing to leave the Antistasi, for trying to help save the ball from Ruth’s serum, and maybe most of all for saving Harte when Esta had been pulled under by Seshat’s terrible power, helpless to do anything at all.

If North couldn’t use his watch, there was only one way Esta could see to get out of the mess they were in. It meant breaking the rule that she lived by.

Never show them what you are. Never show them what you can do.

Professor Lachlan’s words came back to Esta then, unwanted and unwelcome but true just the same. She hadn’t even shown the truth of her affinity to Harte until that day on the bridge, when it had been a choice between revealing what she could do or letting a bullet take his life. There wasn’t any bullet speeding toward them this time—not literally—but the danger was every bit as real.

The memory of the shadow she’d seen moments before rose, but Esta pushed it aside. It was only nerves or exhaustion. Nothing more. Seshat’s power was in Harte, and Harte wasn’t there.

Esta straightened her shoulders. “I can get us out,” she told them. She only hoped they would all live long enough for her to regret what she was about to do.






THE COLD WITHIN

1904—A Train Heading West

Harte Darrigan leaned his head against the frame of the train’s window and watched the continent pass by. He took every bit of it in—the long sweep of boundless plains that eventually climbed into mountainous terrain and then finally leveled itself out in the west. Once, he would have betrayed anyone and given up anything to have this view. Now, he knew that whatever possibility those wide-open spaces might hold, they were not for him. Maybe they never had been.

The bench seat beneath him was hard and nothing like the comfort of the Pullman berth he’d woken in the night before. Harte had been shaken from the soundness of sleep by the terrible dream he’d been having. In it, he’d been standing over a pit of vipers. He’d started to back away but had stopped short when he’d noticed something trapped within the writhing snakes: an arm. Then he’d realized the arm was Esta’s. He hadn’t thought or hesitated. He’d jumped into the pit with only one thought in his mind—to save her—but the snakes had quickly wrapped around him and began to pull him under as well.

When he woke, it had taken Harte a moment to realize that it wasn’t a serpent wrapped around him but Esta’s arms. Even once he understood that he was safe—that she was safe—his heart had continued to race. It was only as he focused on Esta—the warmth of her arms, the closeness of her face tucked into the crook of his neck—that Harte had started to breathe again. Esta had smelled lightly of sweat and the smoke from Maggie’s devices, but beneath the grime of what they’d been through was an essence that was so undeniably her. For a moment Harte had simply lain there, willing away the vividness of the dream, but the second he’d started to truly relax into Esta’s warmth, Seshat had lurched, rattling at the thin boundary that kept the ancient goddess from overtaking him completely.

Maybe he should have thrown himself from the speeding train and ended the danger Seshat posed right then and there, but Harte knew he couldn’t, not yet. Not as long as the artifacts were out there, unprotected in the world, where Nibsy might retrieve them, and especially not when Jack Grew had the Book. Or rather, Harte remembered, the thing that lived inside Jack had it. Thoth. The very being that had trapped Seshat thousands of years ago in an attempt to take magic for himself was inside Jack now, pulling his strings in ways that Harte didn’t yet understand.

It was Harte’s own fault that the Book had ended up in Jack’s hands—in Thoth’s hands—and it was his responsibility to fix that mistake. But the danger Seshat posed to Esta was too real to ignore. Harte had known he couldn’t stay. He couldn’t risk losing her, not like that.

He had untangled himself from Esta’s arms, and as the train slowed, pulling into some unknown station, he’d slipped the beaded bracelet onto Esta’s wrist and touched her cheek softly, letting his affinity flare, just a little. He’d barely made contact when Seshat surged again, and it had taken everything Harte had to pull his magic back. His affinity had suddenly felt like something raw and untamed. Like something apart from himself that he could not completely control. He’d drawn back his hand, but not quickly enough. Esta had flinched in her sleep, pulling away from his touch.

Harte hadn’t dared to touch her again. Even though Seshat seemed to recede, he could sense her anger at being denied once more.

He shook off the memory as the train sped along and told himself that leaving Esta had been the only way to protect her. He told himself that it would be faster this way. He would retrieve the Dragon’s Eye for her, and then he’d meet her at the bridge. They would each find one of the missing stones, and then they’d find each other. Harte only hoped that Esta would come to understand, and that she wouldn’t kill him when she found him.

It wasn’t like she wouldn’t have a good reason. The weight of her cuff tucked into his inside jacket pocket felt far heavier than the small piece of jewelry should have, as though his guilt was adding to its burden. It was, perhaps, the worst of all his betrayals.

He still didn’t know why he’d taken it. Or maybe he simply didn’t want to admit that he needed to know that she would come for him—even if it was only in wrath and fury. Because he couldn’t bear to let her go, even if he would never deserve her.

Turning away from the window, Harte pulled his jacket around himself to ward off the chill. If there was any such thing as freedom—and he heartily doubted that there was—he knew now that it wasn’t in the landscape that passed outside the train’s windows. It was certainly nothing like the dream he’d once had to get out of Manhattan.

Now he had a different goal.

It wasn’t a dream, exactly, because that word—“dream”—was for people who had a future in front of them, and Harte knew that he was already living on borrowed time.

Find the stones. Take back the Book. Save the girl. He repeated the words to himself like a mantra.

What makes you believe she’s yours to save? The woman’s voice echoing in his mind was low and soft with a breathiness that made him think of torn paper.

She’s not mine. She never would be. But that didn’t mean Harte wouldn’t do everything in his power to save her just the same.

Seshat had been quiet since Harte had left Esta on the other train, but she laughed now, long and with a mocking edge that didn’t seem quite sane. He pushed open the window, desperate for air as he tried to shove Seshat back into the cage of his own soul. It was July, but the mountain breeze coming in through the open window had a bite of coolness to it. Or perhaps the cold was within him, deep down in his bones, where he’d never be able to shake it free.






A REVELATION

1904—Texas

Two years had passed since Jericho Northwood had been in Texas, but it might as well have been yesterday for how familiar the sun and heat felt on his face. North had barely managed to get out of the state with his life, and this time wasn’t turning out to be much different. Except now they had Esta. North’s own eyes told him that what was happening—what Esta was doing—was real. But there was a part of him still struggling to believe what he was seeing.

Everything had all happened so fast. One second, at Maggie’s urging—and against his better judgment—North had taken Esta by the hand, like she’d wanted. The next second, it was like he’d lost his hearing. It wasn’t simply quiet, though. Everything had gone completely silent, like his ears had plum stopped working. But the second North opened his mouth, he could hear himself talking, so he’d known it wasn’t his ears. It was everything else.

“What the—”

“We need to go,” Esta said, her voice shaking a little as she cut off his question.

“Are you okay?” Maggie asked Esta.

North could see why Maggie was concerned—everything about Esta looked strung tight as a bow. Her jaw was clenched, she was holding her body like someone about to be slapped, and the color had all but drained from her face.

Esta gave a small nod. “I’m fine,” she said in a strained voice that didn’t sound fine at all. “But we have to move.”

Before North could argue, Maggie was already reaching for the door. When she opened it and they stepped out into the corridor, North couldn’t stop the curse that came out. “What did you do to him?”

The porter was standing at a berth two doors down, his hand poised to knock. Frozen like a statue. The man’s face was lined, and there were tired circles beneath his eyes from his all-night shift. His dark-brown skin shone with sweat from the heat of the corridor, but though he was looking right at them, he didn’t seem to be seeing them.

“I didn’t do anything to him,” Esta explained through gritted teeth. “I slowed things down around him.”

“Time,” Maggie said, without even a bit of fear. She sounded more curious than surprised. “You can manipulate time.”

Esta’s expression was still tight as she nodded. “We have to keep moving.”

As they passed the porter, Maggie took something from her pocket and tossed it at him. A moment later, a violet-colored haze began to swirl around the man’s head.

“What’s that?” North asked. “Something new?”

“New-ish. It’s a confounding solution,” Maggie explained. “It won’t hurt him,” she added quickly. The color deepened on her cheeks, like she was embarrassed—maybe even a little ashamed—of the concoction. Or maybe she was embarrassed because she’d been caught trying to keep this one from him.

Maggie knew how he felt about some of her formulations. It was one thing to use a bit of smoke to get away from the Jefferson Guard or the Society, but when you started messing with people’s minds—with their free will? Well, North didn’t quite know what he thought of that. “What, exactly, does it do?”

Even with her furious blushing, at least Maggie had the courage not to look away from him as she explained. “The solution will confuse his memories for a few days. He won’t be able to give anyone information about what happened or what he saw. Not for a while, at least. It will buy us some more time.”

“Can you two talk about this later?” Esta asked, looking even more pale than she had a moment before. She gave a nod to indicate that they should keep moving, and from the look she was wearing, North decided not to argue.

Outside the train, nearly two dozen riders, maybe more, were frozen on horseback, exactly like the porter had been. They looked like statues made of flesh and blood, defying the very laws of nature. Some of them were staring toward the train, and others had their mouths open, like they were caught in midshout. All of them were wearing a kind of angry determination North had seen in the eyes of Sundren too many times before.

Suddenly he understood the full significance of what Maggie had already realized. Esta could manipulate time. And she didn’t need any watch to do it.

Maybe that revelation shouldn’t have come as such a shock to him, but North had always thought the pocket watch his father had given him made him somehow exceptional. Now he understood that the watch—and his own affinity right along with it—wasn’t much more than a parlor trick compared to what Esta Filosik could do. He’d been around a lot of Mageus during his time with the Antistasi in St. Louis, but North had never seen anything like this. Like her.

The Devil’s Thief.

He’d helped Mother Ruth and the Antistasi use the legend of the Thief to undertake all manner of deeds as they fought against the Veiled Prophet Society, but North had never really imagined that there could be anything to the stories. He’d thought it was all a bunch of horseshit to pretend that any single person could be that powerful. Now he found himself thinking—and hoping—that he’d been wrong. Esta had better be every bit as powerful as all the papers believed, because if she let go of time now, they would be exposed.

They maybe could’ve tried to make it to the town, but who knew what was waiting for them there—probably more of the same marshals, since that was the direction the riders seemed to have come from. In the near distance, though, a cluster of wooden towers sprang up from the otherwise desolate landscape and gave them another option. They looked like oil rigs.

“If we can get over there,” he told them, pointing toward the oil fields, “maybe we can lie low and figure out what to do next.”

“Then let’s go.” Esta nodded for North to lead the way.

They took off together, with the two girls following North in an awkward, loping run. Each step drew them closer to safety, and North started to think that maybe they could get out of the mess they were in after all.

They were about fifty yards from the train when North felt Esta jerk him back, her grasp tightening like a vise around his hand. He looked back to find out what had happened, but what he saw didn’t make any sense. Esta had stopped short, her expression twisting like she was in pain, but it was hard to look at her for very long. North could see her clearly enough when he didn’t stare straight at her, but he couldn’t quite focus on her. Beyond Esta, the world had gone all blurry-like. He couldn’t make out much of anything at all, including Maggie.

North didn’t have time even to begin processing what he was seeing before Esta’s hand went suddenly slack. Her grip had been so steady, so determined, that the last thing he’d expected was for Esta to let go of him, so he wasn’t prepared when her hand slipped from his and her legs collapsed beneath her. The second Esta released him, everything lurched into chaos. North was already moving, acting on instinct to scoop Esta into his arms before she hit the ground. Around them, the noise of the world felt suddenly deafening with the heavy roar of the train and the thunderous beats of the horses’ hooves.

A shout went up, and North knew they’d been spotted. The shot ricocheting off the ground next to them a moment later confirmed it. With one look at Maggie’s terrified expression, he began to shift his grip on Esta so that he could reach for his watch.

“Put me down,” Esta demanded, wriggling to get free from his hold. From how feebly she was pushing at him, he wasn’t sure she could walk on her own, but North let go. Sure enough, her legs wobbled a bit, and he had to catch her with one arm.

Maggie held out her hand to Esta. “We need more time.”

But Esta didn’t reach for Maggie’s hand again, like North had expected. Esta’s eyes were wide and her face had drained of all its color. She was shaking her head. “We need to go—the watch.”

“What do you think I’m trying to do?” North ground out as he flipped open the cover. His hands shook as he adjusted the dial. “Grab hold of me,” he told them.

Another volley of shots rang out, the clear report of them echoing through the hot Texas sky as he closed the watch’s face. The world flashed white, the way it always did, but as the day shifted into the coolness of night, North felt an invisible fist punch him in the gut, knocking the air from him. He stumbled, leaning into Esta. His legs felt like they were going out from under him. Esta swayed under his weight, and they both went down.

At first North didn’t feel any pain at all. He tried to sit upright, but he couldn’t bring the air back into his lungs.

“Jericho—” Maggie’s voice was shaking.

When Esta let out the kind of curse most women don’t know, much less say, North knew it was bad. He wanted to tell them that he was fine, but all that came out was a ragged groan as pain erupted, hot and searing, through his side.

With the two girls panicking, North’s mind was having trouble making sense of what had happened. The world was quiet now, dark as he’d intended. He’d taken them backward a few hours, and now above him, the Texas sky was swept with the brightness of stars he’d once marveled at. They lit the otherwise depthless night, but even the wonder of the stars couldn’t take away the aching pain.

With his free hand, North reached for the source of that pain, grasping his side. He couldn’t understand, at first, why his shirt should be wet. Then he looked down at his fingers and saw them coated with the dark stain of his own blood.






NO SUCH THING AS TOO LATE

1904—Texas

Esta staggered under North’s weight, struggling to keep them both upright, as the reality of what had just happened slammed into her. From almost the moment she’d pulled time slow, the shadow of Seshat’s power had been there, and the longer she’d held the seconds, the more intense it had become. By the time they’d run from the train, darkness had been swirling thick above her, like a storm threatening to break. And then it had broken, whole and complete, crashing over her until the world went dark. She didn’t remember anything else until she’d come to, slung over North’s shoulder like some kind of damsel who needed saving.

She’d dismissed the shadow she’d seen earlier, because she hadn’t wanted to think there was any way Seshat’s power could still affect her without Harte being close by. But Esta hadn’t survived for so long by ignoring the truth when it was staring her in the face. Something had changed.

There wasn’t time for her to consider what it meant, not when they were so exposed and not with the cowboy examining the blood on his fingertips like he didn’t know who it belonged to. All the while, the dark spot on his light shirt continued to grow.

My fault. Esta had lost her grip on time, and they’d been seen. There was no escaping that fact. North had been shot because she’d failed to do what she’d promised.

“No,” Maggie said, covering North’s wound with her hands, trying to stop the bleeding. “No, no, no…”

“Can you walk?” Esta asked North, ignoring Maggie’s growing panic. Even if the posse was gone and the night seemed quiet, they would be safer out of sight.

North’s jaw tightened as he met Esta’s eyes and nodded. Gently, he brushed Maggie’s hands away. “I’m fine,” he said, trying to straighten. He groaned when he moved, wincing with pain, but he managed to stay upright.

Clearly, he wasn’t fine, but Esta wasn’t about to argue if North was able—or at least willing—to walk on his own. North was tall, with a thin, rangy build, but he was solid beneath his clothing. She could help take some of his weight—and she did—but Esta doubted that even together she and Maggie would be able to carry him. The faster they found cover the better.

Esta suspected that North had taken them back a few hours, to the night before the train arrived, but she didn’t know when the news of their impending arrival might have been sent to the marshals in town. There was no telling who might be watching for them. Before, she might have wrapped them in the cloak of her own affinity, but now she didn’t dare risk using her magic again. Not until she understood why Seshat’s darkness could touch her apart from Harte. After all, Esta knew too well what the darkness could do.

Trains derailed.

Elevator cables snapped.

Holes big enough to swallow horses split the ground.

It was more than bad luck. Seshat’s ability to pull apart the Aether around them and unmake the order of existence was like Esta’s own power, but stronger. Infinitely more potent.

“How far back did you take us?” she asked North.

“About six hours,” he said with another pained groan.

It wasn’t much time. Not nearly enough to get clear of the danger the marshals posed, even if North hadn’t been injured.

“We need to get going,” Esta told the two of them, hoping that her voice didn’t give away her worry.

Thankfully, Esta didn’t have to do more than support North’s weight as they made their way toward the oil fields, where the enormous rigs stood like sentries against the night. The fields were two, maybe three hundred yards away, but they might as well have been in another country, especially since North seemed to be moving more slowly with each step.

Finally, they reached the edges of the oil fields and found an abandoned rig that had a small shed leaning close to its base. Inside, it smelled of dust and mold and a hint of something mechanical, but it was clear no one had been there for a while. The roof was only partially clinging to the walls, and moonlight streamed in from above, lighting the small space. Esta tried to help ease North down, but his legs went out from under him and he crumpled to the ground instead.

Maggie knelt next to him and started pulling away his jacket and shirt to see the wound beneath, but she went still when she exposed the small, jagged hole in his abdomen. She looked up at Esta with horror. “He needs a doctor.”

Esta took one glance at the wound, ragged and still oozing blood, and knew the truth—a wound like that? A doctor wouldn’t be able to help. Even if a doctor cleaned and bandaged him, the bullet would still be inside of North, and Esta knew that a shot to the gut like that one wouldn’t heal. Without modern medicine, it would be a painful infection that would take North, rather than the loss of blood.

“No doctors,” North said.

“Hush,” Maggie whispered. “We’ll find someone to get the bullet out of you and stitch you up and you’ll be fine. We’re going to take care of you.”

North’s eyes were steady on Esta, and she knew he understood. But she certainly wasn’t going to be the one to tell Maggie, so she settled for the other reason. “He’s right,” Esta said. “You saw that posse. They rode out nearly at dawn. Chances are they’re already expecting us. Finding a doctor would only bring them faster.”

“I’d rather be in jail than know I could’ve tried to save him and didn’t,” Maggie told Esta.

Esta saw the determination in Maggie’s eyes, but she knew the truth. “Why do you think we’d even make it to jail?” Esta asked softly.

“No doctor,” North said again through gritted teeth. “No one’s gonna be able to help me anyway.”

“You don’t know that,” Maggie argued.

“I do,” North said, grimacing again. He was looking worse now, paler, and his breathing seemed more ragged. “You two need to go while you can. It’s not much, but six hours should give you a little room to get ahead of the marshals.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” said Maggie, her voice cracking as she met Esta’s gaze. “I won’t leave him like this.”

“Six hours won’t make enough of a difference anyway,” Esta agreed, her mind already furiously racing.

“You can’t stay here,” North told them.

“I won’t just sit here and watch you die,” Maggie said, stubborn as ever. “And I’m not leaving you behind.” She glared at Esta, daring her to contradict this.

“We’re not going to leave anyone behind,” Esta told Maggie, pacing a little as she tried to think of some way out of the mess they were in. Absently, her fingers went to the scar at her wrist, and as she traced over the words, she had an idea. “We could use your formulations,” she told Maggie.

“I don’t have anything to heal a wound like that,” Maggie said, stone-faced.

“Not to heal the wound,” Esta said. “But maybe with a big enough distraction, we can get out of here and save North all at once.”

“No,” North told them. “You two need to go. It’s too late for me.”

“You of all people should know there’s no such thing as too late,” Esta told him. “But if we’re lucky, maybe we’ll be right on time.”






IMPOSSIBLE CHOICES

1902—New York

With a strangled gasp, Viola jerked upright. Her eyes were wide open, but she saw nothing but inky blackness. The dream she’d been having lingered. She could still hear the roar of the crowded ballroom, still feel the beast’s rough weight as it pressed the air from her lungs. Her mouth was dry with panic, and there was a dull roaring in her ears. Within her chest, her heartbeat felt unsteady, and for a long moment Viola did not remember where she was.

As the dream faded, the preceding days came back to her. Viola’s eyes began to adjust, and soon she could make out the familiar slant of the low ceiling above her bed, the shape of the worn furniture, and the cold bare walls of the attic room closing her in. The air was warm and stuffy, but she rubbed her arms where gooseflesh still rose on her skin. Even without a window, Viola knew that it was nowhere near dawn. She also knew that she would find no more rest that night. If she closed her eyes again, she would only see Jianyu—the blood creeping across his shoulder, his lifeless hand dropping her knife—and she would feel the beast pressing down on her throat. She would dream of her bones cracking beneath the pressure of its grip and of her failure, as she had every night since the gala.

Instead of staying abed, Viola dressed quickly and, without lighting the lamp, pulled her hair back into a simple knot. Then she stepped soundlessly across the rough attic floorboards, making sure to miss the ones that would creak and alert her brother that she was stirring before a respectable hour. It would not do to rouse his suspicions, not now, when so much was at stake.

Paolo, he still watched her too closely—they all did—despite his claims that her actions at the gala had proven her loyalty to the family and to him. Since he’d rescued her from the beast’s grip, Viola had continued to make sure that Paolo could find nothing of concern in her actions, even if that meant she had to remain small and meek. It did not matter that the weight of the role she played grew heavier with each passing day. She could not walk away from her brother or her mother or any of this—not until she knew for sure what had happened to the ring.

Though Viola remembered nothing after the great stone beast had crushed her beneath its weight, she was convinced that Paul or one of his men must have taken the artifact. When she’d come to in a carriage rattling toward the Bowery, her brother across from her and John Torrio’s arms pinning her to him, no one had spoken of the artifact. Torrio’s fingers had been rubbing against the underside of her breast, where her brother would not see, as the two gloated over their victory, and she knew it had not been the time to ask.

Viola shook off the memory of Torrio’s wandering hands with a shudder and then headed downstairs. In the kitchen, the iron stove was waiting for her. It was a reminder of the tediousness sure to be found in the day ahead. Silently, she cursed it—and her own luck at being stuck once more under her brother’s thumb. Viola was not made for chopping onions and baking bread. She knew that she had no talent for any of the domestic chores Paolo and their mother expected of her, but she would bide her time and do what she must to appease them… at least for a little while longer.

Again, her thoughts drifted to the night of the gala, but to her shame it wasn’t Jianyu she thought of now, but Ruby Reynolds. The blond heiress had said dangerous things to Viola that night. But then, Ruby was rich enough to be brave and stupid all at once. In the quiet shadows of the kitchen, Viola could not stop herself from remembering how Ruby had looked that evening, draped in little more than a cloud of silk. Ruby had been dressed as Circe, the witch who turned men to swine, but with a mouthful of impossible words and a single kiss, the silly slip of a girl had done far worse to Viola.

Lifting her fingers to her lips, Viola stopped short of touching them. She forced herself to lower her hand. It did no good to think of things that could not be. Could never be. Pretty promises and the soft press of skin had simply given her a taste of a world that could never be hers. It had given her hope, the most dangerous of spells, but in the end Ruby’s kiss had changed nothing at all.

Cursing softly, Viola slipped out the back door as noiselessly as she’d done everything else since waking. She muttered every vulgar word she could think of as she made her way to the outhouses behind the cafe, but by the time she was finished with her business there, she’d fallen silent. Not even the phrases that would make a sailor blush gave her any real satisfaction.

When Viola stepped back out into the cleaner night air, she knew she was not alone. She walked steadily toward the building, waiting for the intruder to show himself, and when she was nearly to the kitchen door, she paused.

“I know you’re there,” she said, her voice soft in the night. She missed the reassuring weight of Libitina—or any knife, really. Like a fool, she’d ventured out unarmed. In the distance, a dog howled, but no other sound reached her ear. “Whoever you are, show yourself. Only a coward hides in the shadows.”

Viola waited, listening to the city rustling itself awake, a constant hum of life all around her. Just as she thought that maybe she’d been wrong, a man stepped from the alley that ran behind the row of buildings. He seemed enormous, with impossibly broad shoulders, dark, flashing eyes, and even darker skin.

Viola stepped back and instinctively drew on her affinity until the man was on his knees, but then she saw what he was holding in his hand—

Libitina.

She released her hold on his life at once, and the man slowly stumbled back to his feet, his free hand rubbing at his chest. “Where did you get that?” she asked, moving toward him. She realized that he wasn’t so large as she had imagined him to be. He was simply a man, no taller than her brother or any other in the Bowery. His skin was not made of the darkness of night, but was instead a warm deep brown.

The man flinched, raising his hands in surrender, and she realized he was not a stranger. It was the same man she had seen at the gala, the one who had carried Jianyu away.

“He told me you would come if I showed you this,” the man said, his eyes still wary as he held the knife to her, handle first. “Jianyu. He told us that you would believe me.”

“Who are you?” Viola didn’t reach for the blade, even as her palms itched to feel its weight.

“My name’s Johnson. Abel Johnson,” the man said again. His voice had gone tight with a fear that Viola recognized too well, but still this Abel Johnson offered her the knife—Libitina—once more. “Jianyu sent me to get you.”

She was already reaching for her blade when she paused, the man’s words—the significance of them—finally registering. Her heart felt suddenly lodged in her throat. “He’s alive?”

“Only just,” the man said, releasing the knife to Viola’s keeping. “We’ve tried everything. Doctors and praying and every home remedy my mother ever knew, but nothing closes up the wound you gave him. He’s been bleeding for days now.” The man’s jaw was clenched, but Viola could not tell whether it was fear or the usual male pride that he now held between his teeth. “He said that you would come, that you could do something about it. We have to go now. He doesn’t have much time.”

Viola felt herself torn in two. She could save Jianyu. She had thought him dead, already past healing, yet if his heart still beat, she could help him. But if she left now, she could not return. And if she did not return, she might never discover where her brother was keeping the ring.

“If you come with me now—”

Viola was shaking her head. “I can’t.”

“You can’t come or you can’t help him?” Abel asked, tucking his hands in his pockets.

“You don’t understand. My brother—”

“I know all about your brother,” Abel said, his mouth twisting as though he’d tasted something foul. “He’s a dangerous man, and the men he surrounds himself with aren’t much better. But Jianyu seemed to think that you were stronger than him.”

Viola glanced back to the door. In a matter of an hour the sun would be up, and with it some of Paul’s men. If she were discovered missing, and especially if anyone discovered who she had gone off with… “It’s not so simple. Paul, he knows where the ring is.”

Understanding flashed through Abel’s expression. “Paul Kelly has it?”

“He must,” Viola told him. “Right now he trusts me. If I leave without an excuse, he’ll grow suspicious, and I won’t be able to find out where it might be.”

Abel Johnson looked like a man fighting with himself. “This ring—everyone keeps saying it’s so important. But do you really believe it’s worth a man’s life? Your friend’s life?”

Pressing her lips together, Viola met his eyes. “Jianyu knows how important the ring is. He wouldn’t risk a chance to retrieve it for anything. Not even for his life.”

Abel let out a frustrated breath. “Look, I don’t pretend to know anything about this magic mumbo jumbo you all are involved in. It doesn’t have anything at all to do with me. But Jianyu saved my sister’s life twice now, so ring or not, I’m not leaving until you agree to come.”

Viola wasn’t sure what she should do. If Abel Johnson didn’t leave, he’d get himself into trouble with Paul, and for what? Niente. It would only put them all in danger and make the ring even more difficult to locate. It certainly wouldn’t save Jianyu.

She glanced back at the building. Her brother was an early riser. Soon he’d be stirring, and he’d expect her to be there. “There’s no time for me to return before Paolo realizes I’m gone, but once the sun is up, I could make an excuse.”

“I don’t know if Jianyu has that long left,” Abel told her. His expression was serious, and Viola could not tell if the look he wore was the truth or simply a bluff.

Guilt twisted her stomach, but she lifted her chin. Jianyu’s life was in her hands, but she could not lose her chance to find the Delphi’s Tear—to protect it from Nibsy, the Order, and even from her brother. Jianyu would not want that. He would understand. None of them were worthy of the power it contained. If any one of them had control of an artifact as powerful as the ring? Viola knew well the suffering that would follow. She could not allow that to happen.

“Come back at noon. Paul goes out after his lunch to check on his businesses around town. I should be able to slip away for a while then. Wait at the corner of Great Jones Street,” she told him as she forced down her guilt. “If I can, I’ll meet you there.”

“That’s not good enough,” Abel said, his hands fisted at his sides.

“It has to be.” Then Viola turned away from him, ignoring his protests as she walked toward the kitchen entrance of the Little Naples Cafe.

She did not look back as she closed the door behind her and leaned against it, pressing her back against the heavy wooden panel. She knew that every second that passed until noon would be a trial. If the ring weren’t so important, if the others after it weren’t so dangerous, her choice would have been easier.

When are choices ever easy? she thought darkly, and before she could stop herself, Viola was thinking of another choice—perhaps another mistake. What might have happened the night of the gala if she hadn’t turned Ruby down? What if Viola had simply accepted the gift of Ruby’s kiss, if the two of them had left the gala together, right then and there, for some impossible future? She would not have thrown her blade. She would not have hit Jianyu. She would not be in this position, stuck between the anvil and the hammer.

Viola lifted her fingers to her lips, and this time she touched them. But she could no longer feel the imprint of Ruby’s mouth upon hers. Even the memory of it was beginning to turn hazy. Perhaps her refusal that night had been a mistake, but what other choice could she have made? Perhaps her refusal now was a mistake as well. She let her legs fold beneath her and began counting the minutes until Abel’s return.






THE MOMENT APPROACHING

1904—Texas

The early-morning sun beat down from a crystalline sky as Esta finished placing the last vial of incendiary, and then, brushing her hands on her pants, she made her way back to where Maggie was waiting with North. He looked worse than before, his skin nearly gray and his breathing shallow.

“Is everything ready?” Maggie asked, looking up from where she sat cradling North.

“I think so,” Esta said, glancing out to where she’d laid the charges.

“You really think this will work?” Maggie asked, her voice like glass.

Turning back, Esta saw Maggie sitting there, her skirts covered in the dust from the ground, her arms filled with North and her eyes filled with fear. “It has to.”

Esta wasn’t sure that Maggie heard, though. The other girl’s attention was on North, and Esta wondered if the look on Maggie’s face was the same one she herself had worn the day Harte nearly tumbled from the bridge, or the night before, when Jack Grew was choking the life out of him. She allowed herself a moment to wonder where Harte was, whether he’d made it off the train as he’d planned and was safely away, or if he too was trapped.

She wanted to believe that she would know if something had happened to him. She wanted to believe that maybe the fact that Seshat’s power was still connected to her meant that Harte was as well, but Esta had never been one to spin fairy tales. And anyway, wanting a thing didn’t make it so.

Far off in the distance, the keening whine of the train’s whistle sounded. A few minutes later, it came into view, and the time for wondering was over.

Esta jogged to the place where the fuses she’d laid earlier all came together and ducked behind a row of scrubby bushes. She ignored the prickling brambles as she checked the position of the sun and wished she had a watch of her own. So much of the plan was dependent upon everything happening at exactly the right time, and yet she would have to rely only on instinct, hoping that she remembered and reacted when necessary.

The train was coming closer now, and when Esta turned, she saw that the posse was coming as well. A sense of déjà vu swept through her as she saw the horses at full gallop. Then she noticed that a small group of them had steered their mounts to the center of the tracks. The engineer must have seen the horses, because Esta heard the wailing screech of the brakes and the hiss of steam being released from the boiler as the train struggled to slow in time.

She remembered then how the train had swayed with the sudden braking, and she continued to watch the scene, waiting. Right now, the other versions of themselves should be leaving the Pullman berth. Soon they would make their way out of the train, as they had the first time. With the way Esta had used her affinity earlier, she wouldn’t be able to see when her past self exited the train with Maggie and North. She wouldn’t be able to tell when it was approaching—the moment she would lose hold of time and North would be shot. But if she could distract the posse right when it happened, if the men on horseback turned away instead of aiming for North, maybe she could rewrite what had happened.

She could only hope that there would be some sign of when to act once the train came to a stop. Because if she acted too late, all their plans would be for nothing. If North was shot as he was before, nothing would have changed.

As the horses’ thundering hooves grew closer, Esta thought she saw the flicker of something—a wavering of her vision in the spot where they might have once stood a little ways off from the train. Her instincts told her that it was as good a sign as she’d ever get. She touched the scar at her wrist and hoped that her theories were right.

The igniter Maggie had given her was a strange contraption made from a glass vial that cracked in two to create a small explosion. It was easy enough to use, and Esta quickly activated the formula inside and set it on the fuses before pulling back under cover when the horses galloped past her.

A moment later, the entire landscape erupted as Maggie’s incendiaries exploded, their flames consuming the small clutches of brush and shrubs where they’d been placed all along the landscape. The Flash and Bangs erupted next, like fireworks at close range. One by one they exploded at random intervals, drawing the riders’ attention in multiple directions at once. The horses reared up, shying away from the noisy confusion despite their riders’ commands. As Esta watched, the strange multicolored flames from the incendiaries that had set fire to the brush began to produce an ethereal fog. It wasn’t the cloying smoke of a normal fire, but instead glowed a strange lavender as it swirled into the sky, a cyclone of power and flame that blocked the riders’ way. It blocked their view as well. A few tried to shoot, but their leader held up a hand to stay them.

Esta waited, trying to remain calm, but she didn’t know what was coming. If her theory was right, if they had been able to save North, then her present should become impossible. If time worked the way that Professor Lachlan had explained, her present self—the one crouching in the bushes and hoping—should no longer be. But what that meant, Esta didn’t exactly know.…

As she continued to watch, the landscape around her fuzzed in and out of focus, and suddenly Esta felt a bolt of utter dread. She could sense time hanging around her, but the seconds had become erratic and unstable. The landscape flickered, and time felt suddenly dangerous. Hungry. She could almost feel the seconds turning toward her. Coming for her. She could sense their desire to devour her—to tear her from the world—but when she reached for her affinity, desperate to stop whatever was happening, Esta could no longer grasp the seconds. Her affinity slipped through her fingers like sand.

As the world around her shifted, she had the sudden, awful thought that she’d miscalculated. She’d wondered what would happen if she didn’t return the cuff to her younger self. She’d wondered what it would feel like to disappear—whether it would hurt to be unmade or whether it would be soft, like sinking into darkness. She thought maybe it would be like forgetting—like nothing at all.

Now Esta understood. Now she knew how truly terrible it was to feel time pulling her—and everything she was—apart. Ripping her from existence.

Esta’s mind raced for some solution, some way out of the trap she’d set for herself, but before she could do anything, she felt herself being unanchored from the present moment, torn away, torn back through the layers of time and place. Until she wasn’t anything at all.






THE COVER OF NIGHT

1904—San Francisco

When Harte Darrigan finally disembarked from the train in California, he was still across the bay from the city he was trying to reach. He followed the line of railroad passengers to the long ferry boats and climbed aboard, the whole time trying not to look too overwhelmed by the sights around him. He’d lived his entire life on an island, but he’d never ventured close to the water’s edge if he could help it. In California, though, there was no trace of the cold power that kept Mageus away from the shores of Manhattan. Harte felt only the briny dampness of the sea air and the strange coolness of the summer day as the wind ruffled his hair. He’d watched the continent unfold itself for the last few days, and now he’d reached its end.

Fog cloaked the sea as the ferry carried Harte onward, but as they drew closer to the opposite shore, San Francisco finally came into view. It was something to take it all in, the hills that flared up around the bustling docks, barely visible through the misty fog. Beyond the jut of land where the city sat, the bay emptied out into an endless sea, one that led to a world far wider and stranger than even Harte could imagine. Somehow, this view of San Francisco almost felt like enough to make up for the life he would never have.

Then the wind shifted, and suddenly Harte smelled himself instead of the sea—the days-old sweat and sourness rising up from his body and the other passengers’ cigar smoke that had permeated his clothes on the train. His skin felt sticky, and his hair was a heavy, unwashed cap against his scalp. For a moment he had the ridiculous thought that he would give nearly anything to be back in New York, in his own apartment, sinking into the steaming water of the pristine porcelain tub he’d worked so long and so hard to call his own. But that life was gone now, and the apartment right along with it. There was no going back, not when he carried within his skin a power that could destroy the world itself.

As the ferry shuddered to a stop, Harte pulled his jacket closed to ward off the chill he felt and began to follow the other passengers once again. He told himself that it definitely wasn’t stalling to clean up before he continued on. It wouldn’t do to show up looking like a tramp when he went to retrieve the Dragon’s Eye, the fanciful golden headpiece with an amber stone that seemed to glow from within. It would be hard enough to explain who he was and why he was there—how he was there—to a woman he’d never met. She probably hadn’t even known Harte existed until the Dragon’s Eye had arrived on her doorstep two years before.

It was early in the evening and the sun was already starting to set by the time Harte finally left the cheap boardinghouse and began to make his way up Market Street and into the heart of the city. The area near the docks was filled with squat rows of wooden buildings that housed saloons and worn-out hotels, along with cluttered shops that catered to travelers and sailors. But as Harte traveled away from the water, the city changed. The tumbled wooden structures near the water became well-made buildings of stone and brick that housed banks and offices. Instead of the workmen that had crowded the docks, filling the air with their raucous banter and all-too-human smells, the sidewalks in the business district were filled with men in suits who walked silently on, wearing serious, harried expressions.

Once, Harte might have relished every sight. Once, he might even have wished to be one of those men. Now, though, his only thought was for what came next—finding the Dragon’s Eye. Meeting Esta. Defeating Seshat.

As though I would allow you to… Or didn’t you learn your lesson, back on the train?

Harte shook off Seshat’s voice and kept his pace steady and determined, but days with barely any sleep had taken their toll, and his steps felt as heavy as the artifacts weighing down his pockets. It didn’t help that he knew that each step drew him closer to facing the past he’d been running from for so long.

When Harte turned onto California Street, he paused, confused by the grinding, growling whir he heard, until he realized it came from the cables that ran beneath the paved road. They sounded like some slumbering dragon waiting to rouse itself. Manhattan didn’t have anything like the odd, open trollies that traversed the steep hills of this city. The thought of using one was briefly tempting, but Harte knew he needed to save his last few coins for the trip back to the bridge. Instead, he continued his hike, trying to prepare himself for what might come.

With his affinity, retrieving the headpiece shouldn’t be difficult. A simple touch, skin to skin, and he could have it easily—and the person he was visiting would never even remember losing it. Nor would they remember him. Now, though, Harte wasn’t sure that would be the wisest move. After he’d left Esta, he’d thought to use his affinity to board the next train, but when he’d tried, Seshat had lurched within him, making his magic feel like something apart from him, uncontrollable and dangerous. Harte had barely pulled back in time to stop her from doing whatever she’d planned, and after, he hadn’t risked using his affinity again. Instead, he’d made the rest of the trip with nothing but his own cunning and what little money he had left.

It was clear that Seshat didn’t like the other two artifacts he carried, and he imagined that the ancient goddess would do everything she could to prevent him from retrieving a third. Harte decided that it would be safer to depend on his wits and whatever was left of his charm. He would keep his affinity tucked away and use it only as a last resort.

Eventually you will need to rely on what you are, Seshat purred. And when you do, I will be waiting.

Harte shook off her voice. He didn’t want to consider that Seshat might be right, especially since he didn’t have much confidence in his charms. Maybe he would have had more if he’d known anything about the person who had the Dragon’s Eye other than her name—Maria Lowe—and the address on Dawson Place, where she lived. He’d memorized both years ago, when he was still a boy and his mother had still been living with the man who had fathered him. That was before Molly O’Doherty had tossed Harte out into the streets, even though he was still a child. It was before Harte had taken up with Dolph Saunders and the Devil’s Own and then, later, with Paul Kelly’s gang. In those days, he’d still been Benedict O’Doherty, a name he’d only recently resurrected. He hadn’t yet fashioned himself into Harte Darrigan or pulled himself out of the Bowery through sheer determination.

Harte still didn’t want to look too closely at where the impulse to send the headpiece to the woman had come from. After everything that had happened at Khafre Hall—and with Seshat’s voice newly echoing in his mind—he hadn’t exactly been thinking straight when he sent the Order’s artifacts out into the world. He’d only had the impulse that he needed to get them out of the city, because he knew that Nibsy Lorcan could never be allowed to retrieve them.

Back then, the country had seemed impossibly large to Harte. He’d thought that by separating the artifacts, by sending them out into the far corners of that enormous world, it would be impossible for any single person to bring them back together and harness their power. He’d been wrong, of course. Even if Nibsy Lorcan might not find the artifacts for decades, Harte’s experience in St. Louis had shown him how easily they could fall into the wrong hands. Julian hadn’t been able to resist wearing the necklace that contained the Djinni’s Star, and the Society had found it. Harte had seen the discarded newspapers that littered the trains as he’d traveled; he already knew that Julian had paid the price for his naive stupidity. He only hoped that Maria Lowe had not been so unlucky.

Harte increased his pace, but walking faster couldn’t turn back the years or undo the mistakes he’d made along the way. Already the sky was growing darker and the city was beginning to come alive. Now that evening was falling over the streets, there was something about San Francisco that reminded Harte of New York. The two cities were nothing alike, but beneath the cover of night, they weren’t so very different. He’d come thousands of miles only to find himself in the same place he’d started—a crowded, filthy cluster of buildings filled with work-weary souls who only wanted to make it to the next day. A trap dressed up like a dream.

The thought made Harte walk faster, not that he could ever outpace the memory of the boy he’d been. He was so deep in the darkness of his thoughts—so determined that whatever mistakes he’d made in the past, he would find the headpiece and make this one mistake right—that he almost didn’t notice the fencing. Or the men who guarded it.

Harte pulled up short just before he crossed Kearny Street. On the other side of the intersection stood a trio of men. Each held a billy club as they watched the pedestrians with sharp eyes. They weren’t police, or at least they weren’t wearing the uniform of police, but behind them, a barricade of wood and barbed wire blocked the intersection. In the deep recesses of his mind, he heard Seshat laugh.






EXILED

1902—New York

Ruby Reynolds barely cared that she was crumpling the sheet of paper in her hand as she stormed into the Barclays’ library and slammed the door behind her. Theo didn’t so much as look up as she propped her hands on his desk.

“Your sister said you were in here working,” Ruby told him.

Theo continued annotating the notebook he’d been writing in, the words pouring from the tip of his pen in a slow, steady stream as ink transformed itself into his eminently readable hand. She knew that she was interrupting his studies, but she couldn’t stop herself.

“Aren’t you going to ask me why I’ve come?” Ruby demanded, her irritation growing by the second.

“I assumed you would tell me whether I asked or not,” Theo told her with a small, impertinent smile.

“They’ve all refused me.” Ruby threw herself into the nearby armchair. “It’s now official. Every single reputable paper in town has rejected me. I just received the Sun’s rejection this afternoon. They publish the absolute rubbish that Sam Watson spouts on a regular basis, but they rejected my article about the gala outright. Can you imagine?”

“Not at all, darling. You’re only going after the most powerful men in the city.”

Ruby knew that Theo was her greatest supporter—had been since they were children—but his words still rankled. “Who are they to deny the people of this city the truth?” She felt her indignation rise once more.

“Who indeed?” He finished the line he was writing and set the pen on the table before looking up at her.

“They’re a bunch of cowards. All of them,” Ruby said, still stewing with anger. “And I told the editor, Mr. Bartleby, so myself.”

Theo frowned at that piece of information. “You did what?”

“I marched straight into the Sun’s office and demanded to see the editor. They told me I had to have an appointment,” she muttered. “An appointment, if you can believe that!”

“What a novel idea,” Theo mused.

“This isn’t a joke to me, Theo.” Ruby felt her shoulders sink right along with her spirits.

“I never said it was, darling,” Theo said. “I’m merely imagining you storming into the offices of the Sun like an avenging Valkyrie. Did you finally manage to see Mr. Bartleby?”

Ruby deflated a little more. “No. He refused to meet with me, but I stood my ground. I told them exactly what I thought of their editorial choices.”

“You didn’t.” His mouth kicked up a little.

“Do not mock me, Barclay.” Then her temper faltered a little. “I couldn’t bear it if you thought I was a joke too.”

Theo’s expression softened. “I would never think that of you. But you had to expect this would happen,” he said, his smile fading. “I read your piece. It was wonderfully brave and honest, but the Order’s reach is long.”

Ruby let out a tired breath. The members of the Order might be some of the wealthiest and most powerful men in the city, but she had truly believed that publishers would want the truth. At the very least, she’d expected that Hearst and Pulitzer and all the rest would have craved the sales the headlines would have inspired. But one after another had slammed the door in her face.

“I’m not going to give up,” she said, pulling her wits about her.

“That’s my girl—”

“I’m going to try the Spectacle,” she told him, glancing up to see what his reaction would be.

Theo’s mouth fell open a little. “That’s a terrible idea, Ruby.”

She twisted her hands in her lap. “What choice do I have?”

“The Spectacle is nothing more than a gossip rag,” Theo said as though Ruby needed to be reminded. “If they do accept your piece, you’ll never be taken seriously again.”

He was right, of course. Only the desperate or the stupid believed anything in the Spectacle, and once R. A. Reynolds was associated with it, her career would be over before it had even truly begun.

“Maybe I think it’s worth the risk,” she told him, trying to sound confident and failing miserably.

Theo’s expression shifted, and his voice was softer when he spoke. “There are other ways to reach her, darling.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ruby said, straightening a little.

“Ruby, when have you ever been able to hide anything from me?” Theo asked.

“This isn’t about Viola,” Ruby lied.

“Of course it is,” Theo argued, coming around the desk so he could crouch in front of her. “I’ve read the piece. It more than stands on its own merit, but it’s clear you wrote it for her.”

Ruby lifted her chin, refusing to admit anything. “People should know the truth about the old magic,” she said, her voice trembling more than she would have liked.

Hadn’t Ruby recently discovered that for herself ? Magic hadn’t destroyed her family—that had been her father’s fault, with his careless disregard for anything or anyone but himself. And magic hadn’t destroyed whatever it was that Ruby might have been building with Viola. That had been all her own fault.

Theo took Ruby’s hands in his. His grip was warm and steady, as always, like Theo himself. “Let me take you home,” he said, pulling her to her feet. “You need time for this defeat to settle before you do something you’ll regret. R. A. Reynolds has started to build a name for herself in this city. You can’t throw it all away on the Spectacle. Not even for Viola Vaccarelli.”

Ruby wanted to argue, but Theo was right. “Can we take the long way? I can’t bear to deal with my family quite yet.”

Outside, the heat of early summer was beginning to simmer. Even so, they took a route that meandered through the park, walking until Ruby’s feet ached and the tightness in her chest had almost started to ease.

“Better?” Theo asked as they approached the front steps to her family’s town house.

“A little,” she admitted.

“It will all work out,” Theo assured her.

She looked up at him, handsome as he ever was, and felt a rush of affection. Their whole lives, she’d felt that same affection, but it was nothing compared to the warmth she felt every time she remembered her lips on Viola’s.

Ruby pushed that memory down where it belonged. “Would you like to come in?” she asked, forcing a brightness to her voice she didn’t feel. But when Theo hesitated, she gave herself a shake. “Of course, you have your studies to get back to—”

“I have a few minutes,” he said, his expression filled with something too close to pity for Ruby’s liking. Still, she didn’t send him on his way.

When she opened the door, it was clear that something was happening. Voices were coming from the front parlor, and the chattering of women could only mean that her sisters had assembled—all of her sisters. Ruby glanced at Theo, as if to tell him that he should go before it was too late. Heavens knew that once her mother and sisters started clucking about something, they wouldn’t soon stop. But Theo, the dear, simply offered her his arm.

“Mother?” Ruby asked, stepping away from Theo a little when she saw who was assembled in the parlor. Two of her sisters had brought their husbands, and her uncle Archibald—her father’s brother—was also there. “What is all of this? Has something happened?”

Her mother glanced at Ruby’s older sister, Clara, who was the one to answer. “We’ve called the family to a meeting.”

“Clearly,” Ruby said, her unease growing. “But you seem to have forgotten my invitation.”

“It was rather a last-minute decision,” Clara said primly. “Still, we’ve made quite a lot of progress without you. We have your trip nearly planned.”

Ruby understood the words coming from her sister’s mouth, but they made little sense. She glanced up at Theo, who seemed equally as confused. “What trip?”

“We’ve decided that you will be accompanying Eleanor and Henry to the Continent this summer,” Ruby’s mother said, finally finding her voice.

“I’ve already been to the Continent. Just last spring,” Ruby reminded them. “I’ve no wish to go again so soon.”

“You have a trousseau to complete,” her mother said, dismissing this concern. “You’ve put it off long enough.”

“My trousseau can wait,” Ruby told them. “I have work to do here, important work.”

Clara’s expression went stony, and her tone hardened. “Your work is exactly the problem.”

Ruby blinked. “My work is not a problem.” She knew that her family merely indulged her dreams to be a journalist, but they had never spoken outright against her vocation before.

Eleanor stepped forward, giving Clara a warning look. “You have to admit that what happened at the gala was quite… unsettling.”

“Unsettling?” Clara said with her usual haughty laugh. “It was more than unsettling. It was downright improper. It’s bad enough that you embarrassed the family at the Order’s gala with your indecent display, but it’s quite another thing to continue in your attempt to publicize that embarrassment for the entire world to see.”

“Embarrassed?” Ruby couldn’t make her mouth work to say anything else.

Her mother sighed. “You’re no longer a girl, Ruby. And you cannot continue carrying on with such complete impropriety.”

“I don’t know what you could possibly mean.” Ruby’s head was still spinning when her uncle stepped forward.

“I received a call from Mr. Bartleby of the Sun a few hours ago,” Uncle Archibald said. “It seems that you paid him a visit today. From what I understand, you made quite the spectacle of yourself this morning.” He narrowed his eyes in her direction. “This cannot go on, my girl. Your family has been through enough.”

“The Constantina departs on Thursday,” Clara said.

“I won’t be on it,” Ruby told them, lifting her chin in a show of defiance.

“I’m afraid you have no choice in the matter,” Ruby’s mother said. “Your dear friend Emily Howald and her mother have graciously offered to host you at their London town house after you make your tour of the Paris dressmakers. You’ll stay through the summer, of course. Possibly into the fall.”

This was not a pleasure trip, Ruby realized suddenly. She was being exiled. When she spoke again, her voice sounded as hollow as she felt. “You would send me away for so long?”

“I would and I am,” her mother said. “The summer will give you ample time to amass a respectable trousseau before the wedding.”

“We’ve not even set a date yet,” Ruby said, glancing at Theo, who looked every bit as taken off guard as she did.

“That is another problem that we have allowed to go on far too long. You’ll be married when you return,” her mother said. “It’s all been arranged.”

“You cannot simply arrange our lives, Mother,” Ruby said, the panic rising hot and fast in her throat. “Shouldn’t Theo and I have any say in the matter?”

“He’s had his say. He has asked for your hand, and you consented. The family has given you ample time to set a date.” Her mother’s expression went carefully blank. “Perhaps I’ve not been as firm as I should have been with you, but I can no longer stand by while you ruin the chances of your younger sisters with your wild, reckless behavior.”

“I hardly think—”

“That is the entire problem, my girl. You don’t think. Do you know what I was told this morning?” her mother said, her tone turning suddenly icy. “Right now, at this very moment, all of society is atwitter with the rumor that you were seen kissing someone at the gala.”

Ruby’s stomach twisted as she pasted on a bright smile. “Surely Theo and I—”

“It was not Theo,” her mother said. “Millicent St. Clair is being quite vocal about what she saw behind the curtains—particularly who it was that you were with.” Her mother sank back into her chair, apparently too overwrought to remain upright.

Suddenly the air went out of the room. “Millicent St. Clair is nothing but a jealous harpy,” Ruby said, but even she could hear the trembling in her voice. Someone had seen her kiss Viola.

“Of course she is,” her mother said. “But the truth doesn’t matter when gossip is involved.”

“Mr. Bartleby had been doing his best to convince the other publishers to quash these rumors as a personal favor to me and to our family,” Uncle Archibald said. “But after your performance in his offices today, he has reached the end of his patience.”

Ruby’s stomach turned with the understanding of what her uncle was saying. If that particular rumor found its way into the gossip columns, it would impact more than only herself. Her entire family—her two younger sisters especially—would be affected as well.

“I allowed you to put off setting a date for the wedding because of your father’s situation,” her mother said softly. “I had believed that we all needed time to heal. But this is too much, Ruby. I cannot allow you to ruin your younger sisters’ chances at a good match. Not when they are so close to their debuts.” Her mother put down the handkerchief she’d been crumpling into a ball with her fingers. “You’ll go with Eleanor and her husband, as we have arranged. You will spend the summer in Europe while this whole mess blows over, and when you return, you will be married. With any luck, society will have put this vicious rumor to rest once and for all by then.”

“That is assuming, of course, Barclay will still have you,” Archibald said, lifting a brow in Theo’s direction.

Ruby looked around the room, at the many pairs of eyes that were united in this against her. Theo seemed as shocked as she was.

You can throw me over, she wanted to say. But of course Theo would do no such thing.

“I’ve no wish to sever my engagement with Ruby. I’ll have the notices sent to the papers immediately,” he told them.

“Theo—”

He ignored the protest in Ruby’s voice as he took her hand and placed a soft kiss upon her knuckles. Though he smiled at her, there was a sadness in his eyes that nearly broke her heart.






THE WHITE WOMAN

1902—New York

The pot on the stove was burning, but Viola didn’t notice until it started to smoke. Not that she cared about the food inside. Her brother could eat his lunch burnt and bitter as far as she was concerned, but she removed it from the fire anyway. It wouldn’t do to make Paul angry. Not when she’d already risked so much to keep his suspicions at bay.

Viola ladled some of the bitter greens and half-burned potatoes into two bowls, then added some thick slices of bread to the side. She took a moment to prepare the mask she wore around her family, and then she carried the tray into the dining room, where her brother and Torrio waited. She’d already made her excuses about leaving for the market. As soon as they were served, she could go, but she couldn’t allow them to realize she was in a hurry, or they’d have questions.

“We’ll need a third,” Paolo told her, barely glancing up as he poked unhappily at the food she placed in front of him.

“You have another guest?” Viola asked, frowning. “Mama or—”

“If it were any of your business, I would have already explained,” her brother said, glaring up at her in warning. He set the fork down and took a cigarette out of his silver case, his eyes steady on her while he lit it.

“Of course,” she told him, letting her gaze drop. Not in deference, though he would certainly read it that way. No, Viola only lowered her eyes so her brother wouldn’t see the hate burning in them. It was a trick that had served her well since she’d come to him for protection after the fiasco that was Khafre Hall.

Viola retreated to the kitchen, her cheeks burning in anger and shame all at once, silently cursing Paolo—and herself—as she violently scooped out another serving. Paul might have taken her from the grip of the demon at the gala, he might have commended her for attacking Jianyu, but that hadn’t changed anything between the two of them.

When she returned to the front of the house with the third bowl, Viola’s steps halted. Her brother’s guest had arrived.

“Hello, Viola.” Nibsy Lorcan’s mouth curved in a small, satisfied smile as he took his place at the table with Paul. “I see you’re still safe and well in your family’s keeping.”

At first Viola couldn’t do more than stare in shocked confusion. After Mooch, one of the Devil’s Own, had attacked Tammany’s firehouse, she’d thought her brother had realized what a snake Nibsy Lorcan could be. “This one, he’s your guest?” she asked, her words coming before she could think better of them.

One glance at Paolo, though, and Viola understood that something was happening here, some bigger game she’d not been made aware of. Her brother’s expression narrowed ever so slightly—a warning. “Mr. Lorcan and I have business to discuss,” Paul said, taking a final drag on his cigarette before stubbing it out.

Nibsy glanced over his spectacles. “You should join us,” he said easily. “You might be interested in what I have to say as well. After all, we are old friends.” He met her eyes, his gaze steady, as though reminding her of the last time they’d met—when he’d returned Libitina to her and revealed what Dolph had done to Leena.

“Viola has other things to attend to, I’m sure,” Paul told Nibsy, cutting another meaningful look in her direction.

He wanted her to go, which made Viola want to stay all the more, but she didn’t need to glance at the clock to know that the minutes, which had crept by all morning, were now racing toward the time when Abel would be waiting for her. Still, Nibsy Lorcan was dining with Paul, and Paul hadn’t yet killed him. Something was happening.

“I thought you were on your way to the market,” Paul said, raising his brows in question—another challenge. It only confirmed her suspicions.

As much as Viola wanted to stay and listen to their conversation, the clock would not wait. Abel, Jianyu, and the blood on her hands would not wait.

“I was just leaving,” she said tightly as she placed the bowl in front of Nibsy. Then, still torn, she left her brother and Nibsy Lorcan to whatever business they had between them.

Outside, the summer day had turned hazy and humid. Viola glanced down the street toward the end of the block, where she’d expected Abel to be waiting, but there was no sign of him. As she began to feel the fear—the relief—that perhaps Abel hadn’t come after all, he stepped from around the corner and glanced her way. Even from that distance, she could see his impatience.

“Something’s happening,” Viola said as soon as she was close enough. She motioned him to step around the corner and into a blind alleyway. When they were out of view of Paul’s place, she tried to explain. “Nibsy Lorcan just arrived—”

“I don’t know who that is,” Abel said, interrupting her. “And I don’t particularly care. You need to come now. Jianyu hasn’t woken up all morning.”

Viola froze. “He’s worse?”

“This morning, not long after I left to find you, he closed his eyes and that was that.” Abel’s jaw went tight. “His skin feels like it’s growing cooler.”

Viola was shaking her head. Nibsy Lorcan was up to something—so was her brother—but she knew she could not stay to discover what it was. She could not have Jianyu’s death added to the black marks against her soul.

“I can’t go back to my sister again without you,” Abel said. “I have a carriage waiting on the next block over. Please.” He started to offer her his hand—or maybe he meant to take her arm—but then his eyes shifted to something behind her, and he took a step back instead.

Viola turned, expecting Paul or one of his boys to be there, following her. Instead, she found Theo Barclay squaring his shoulders with suspicion and something strangely close to anger gleaming in his eye. Next to him, dressed in the most ridiculous mint-green frock of lace and chiffon, was Ruby Reynolds.

At the sight of her, Viola felt like her feet had been nailed to the ground and her tongue had been cut from her mouth. For a moment she could do nothing but stare at Ruby, there like some sort of apparition, with her cheeks flushed a becoming rose-petal pink and her eyes bright with some emotion Viola could not interpret.

“Are you okay, Miss Vaccarelli?” Theo’s voice was tight, and his words were unusually clipped. Ruby clasped her hands silently next to him.

“Theo?” It took Viola a moment to realize she wasn’t imagining them. Why had they come? “I’m fine,” she said, realizing that she was staring and that Theo was wearing a look that indicated he viewed Abel as a threat. “Really, Theo. I’m okay.”

“You don’t look fine,” Theo said, glowering at Abel. “Is he bothering you?”

She let out an impatient huff. “He’s not bothering me. What are you doing here? I’ve told you it’s not safe,” she said, trying to draw Theo’s attention back to herself.

“Ruby insisted we come,” Theo said, glancing at the girl next to him.

“I needed to speak with you,” Ruby said, stepping forward. Her voice was soft and breathy, as it always was, but there was that same thread of steel in it that had piqued Viola’s interest in the weeks before.

Viola backed away. “I have nothing more to say.”

“I’m leaving for Paris on Thursday with my sister. This was my only chance to come,” Ruby told her.

“Paris?” Viola said, still not sure why either of them were there.

“I’m being exiled,” Ruby said, her voice suddenly heavy with fury.

Viola frowned, not understanding.

“She’ll be out of the city for a while—a few months,” Theo explained. “Her family thought it best if she…” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Why would you bring her here?” Viola demanded.

Theo looked abashed. “She was quite insistent—”

“I threatened to come on my own if he didn’t,” Ruby clarified. “I couldn’t leave without knowing—” She glanced at where Abel stood, waiting a few paces beyond Viola. “Could we could go somewhere more private to speak? Ferrara’s, perhaps, or…”

“We have to go,” Abel reminded Viola. “Jianyu can’t wait.”

Viola glanced at Abel and knew from the unease shadowing his voice that this was no lie or bluff. Still, she turned back to Ruby. “I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

The color drained from Ruby’s cheeks, but she didn’t argue.

“With him?” Theo frowned at Abel. “Do you really think that’s wise?”

“Yes,” Viola said, but Theo’s expression still remained creased with doubt. “Mr. Johnson is a friend.”

“But we came all this way—”

“There is nothing to talk about,” Viola said, her heart firmly in her throat and her eyes burning with unshed tears. “Good-bye, Theo. Good-bye, Miss Reynolds.” She stepped around the two and started walking toward where she hoped Abel’s carriage would be waiting.

She hadn’t gone more than three paces, when someone grabbed her arm. Viola turned on her heel, expecting it to be Theo, but it was Ruby whose fingers were wrapped around her wrist. Suddenly the day felt too warm—her skin felt too warm. Suddenly Viola couldn’t breathe.

“I know what you must think of me,” Ruby said, pausing as though to steady her voice. “But please—” Her voice broke, and Viola realized that Ruby was pressing a folded piece of paper into her hand. “This is for you. Whatever you may think of me, read it? Please?”

Viola stood shocked and frozen. It would be so easy to reach for Ruby, to return the gentle pressure she felt as Ruby gripped her hand. Instead, Viola pulled away—turned away—and as her heart ached, she walked on.

Abel had caught up to her a few seconds later. At first he didn’t speak, but Viola could feel his interest. “He’s not happy you’re going with me,” Abel said finally, tossing a glance behind them as they rounded a corner. “Neither of them is.”

Viola felt strangely numb. The paper was still crumpled in her fist, the day was too warm, and yet she felt nothing at all. Nothing but an aching regret in the space where her heart had once beat steady and sure.

“You don’t think he’ll cause trouble, do you?” Abel asked.

Viola realized then that Abel was speaking to her and that he sounded strangely nervous. “Who? Theo?” She glanced up at Abel, who looked uncomfortable. “Why would he?”

“He seemed… concerned.” Abel frowned.

“He’s a man.” Viola gave him an impatient look. “Isn’t this what you men do? Interfere with the lives of women who aren’t asking for your help?”

“I think he might be more concerned about the color of my skin.” Abel’s voice had a strange dullness to it. “And the color of yours.”

Viola turned to him, understanding dawning, but she dismissed it with a wave of her hand. “I’m nothing to Theo Barclay. He’s one of them—a rich boy, born con la camicia. And what am I? No one. An immigrant. An Italiana. And with the old magic as well.”

“I don’t think he sees it like that,” Abel said.

“You know what they call us, don’t you? Verme. Dagos. Filthy Guineas,” Viola told him, snapping the words out. “No better than—” She stopped, her stomach twisting.

Abel’s gaze was steady, as though he knew what she’d been about to say. “You sure look like a white woman to me. And whether you realize it or not, you become one to him the second we’re together.”

They stood there for a long moment, neither one looking away. Neither one willing to budge, even as the air grew tense between them.

“This was a bad idea,” Abel said, finally glancing away. “I told Cela, but she wouldn’t hear a word I was saying. We never should’ve gotten wrapped up in this. We have enough troubles without adding magic and white people to them.”

Viola studied him. “I don’t want to add to your troubles, Mr. Johnson.”

“Maybe not, but tell me,” Abel said. “What happens when this is all over? Where does that leave Cela or me—or any of us? Especially with your friends eyeing me like something the dog dragged out of the trash?”

Viola could only stare at him, because she had no answer—she had not even thought it a question until now. “I don’t know,” she told him, the raw honesty of that single statement making her feel suddenly exposed—suddenly too stupid for words. “I thought you said Jianyu couldn’t wait?” she asked, shoving aside the uncomfortable emotion that had settled in the space below her rib cage.

Abel gave her an unreadable look before he climbed inside the hack. Viola could see Theo and Ruby over Abel’s shoulder. Ruby had turned to him, but Theo was still watching with a look of concern on his face. Then the door closed and they were off, leaving behind Theo Barclay and Ruby Reynolds, as well as any chance Viola might have had to find out what Nibsy Lorcan and her brother were up to.






DÉJÀ VU

1904—Texas

Esta awoke slumped over North’s shoulder. The darkness that had overtaken her as they ran from the train was still shadowing her vision. At first she didn’t know where she was.

Then she remembered—the train, the posse, and then… nothing but Seshat’s power.

“What the hell?” North’s voice sounded strangled, but she couldn’t see what had put that emotion there. Actually, Esta couldn’t see anything but his backside.

“Put me down,” she demanded, trying to wriggle free of his hold, and he complied, letting her slide to the ground. She barely managed to catch herself on unsteady legs before she turned to see what the other two were looking at.

In the direction of the town, a cyclone was growing, but from the way it glowed with an eerie light, it didn’t look like anything natural. It was a monster of a thing, a towering column of heat and light that wove itself along the ground between them and the men on horseback. Strange colors flashed within as it tracked back and forth, blocking the riders’ path. In the distance, Esta heard explosions sounding, like firecrackers.

“Where did that come from?” she asked, her head still swirling. It was so enormous that, even from where they stood, she could feel the telltale warmth of magic in the air, soft and compelling. She knew in an instant that whoever had created the cyclone had used an affinity.

“I don’t know,” Maggie told her. “You fell and then, out of nowhere, fires started erupting. They looked like…” She shook her head, frowning. “I don’t know how it’s possible, but they looked like my incendiaries.” Maggie glanced at North. “Do you think there are other Mageus here? Maybe even other Antistasi?”

“It’s possible,” North told Maggie. But he didn’t sound like he thought it was likely.

Esta had the strangest premonition then, like a shiver of dread running down her spine. Something had happened that she couldn’t quite remember. She was sure of it. “We need to go,” she said, trying to shake off her unease. “Who knows how long that thing will keep those marshals occupied.”

North took the lead as they started running for the oil fields, which had been their original destination, but Esta still felt off-kilter. Her vision remained tinged with the shadows that had darkened it before she passed out. With the posse occupied by the strange cyclone, they made good time, but when they finally reached the towers, they realized that the fields that had looked deserted from a distance were actually crawling with laborers.

Skirting around the edges of the area, the three of them moved from the shelter of one tower to another. Eventually they reached a place where they couldn’t go any farther. Cutting through the center of the sprawling oil fields was another set of tracks, which held a line of massive tanker cars ready to transport the raw petroleum. There were men, too, lots of them. Beyond their hiding place, dozens of workers checked the pipes that were loading the tankers and prepped the shipment for travel. The engine stood waiting, its massive boilers releasing steam in a slow, lazy hiss.

The three of them pulled back, retreating to the shelter of an old, abandoned shed. Esta’s skin crawled when they entered it. Something about the place felt… wrong, but it was also weirdly familiar in a way she couldn’t explain.

“We’re stuck,” Maggie said. “There’s no easy way around all those men.”

“Even if there were, we don’t know what’s on the other side,” Esta agreed.

“We could try for the town,” North suggested. “Maybe we could blend in, lie low for a while.”

Esta knew that would never work. “Once those marshals realize we’re not on the train, they’re going to start searching,” she said. “In town or here, it doesn’t matter. If they knew we were on that train, it means that someone recognized us. We’re not going to be able to blend in.”

“I could take us back,” North said, reaching for his watch. “Maybe we could jump another train and get farther down the road, ahead of them.”

Something in Esta recoiled at that idea, but she couldn’t have said why. “No,” she told him, going on nothing but instinct. “How much time could we possibly buy? Six hours, maybe twelve. The authorities already know we’re headed in this direction. A few extra hours isn’t going to help if we’re spotted again—not when a telegram takes only a few seconds. They’re going to keep hunting for us, and eventually they’ll close in.”

“We got off the train, didn’t we?” North asked, frowning. “We can’t just give up now. We have to keep going.”

“Maybe there’s someone here who’d be willing to help,” Maggie said, biting at her lip. “Those fires didn’t start themselves, and they didn’t seem to be on the side of the riders.”

“Maggie’s right,” North said. “Maybe there are Mageus here who could hide us. We might find ourselves some allies, maybe even a few Antistasi.”

“Considering the way we left things with Ruth, any Antistasi we find might also be enemies,” Esta reminded them. There was something about that strange cyclone of flame that just felt wrong to her, something that told her there was more to it than she understood. Not that she’d convince the two of them on a hunch. She went for logic instead. “Think about it,” she pressed. “By now plenty of people know what we did in St. Louis. Just because there might be Mageus here doesn’t mean they’re necessarily friendly. Or maybe…” A thought occurred to her that seemed too ridiculous to be true.

“What?” North pressed.

Time was such a tricky thing, twisting and unpredictable, but Esta had never had to account for someone else who could manipulate it before. “You said those fires looked like your formulas, didn’t you, Maggie?”

Maggie nodded. “Yes…”

“Is it possible that we already went back?” Esta asked. The two of them only stared at her, so she explained. “Maybe we’re the ones who rescued ourselves.”

North was still frowning, but he wasn’t disagreeing. His hand went to the pocket in his vest, where his watch waited. “It’s not impossible,” he admitted. “But even if that’s the case, it doesn’t help us to get out of here now. There’s nowhere to go and too many damn witnesses.”

Esta considered the men working the oil fields nearby, and an idea began to form. “Maybe we can use them to our advantage.” She turned to Maggie. “Maybe we can use one of your formulations or devices.”

“Of course,” Maggie said, frowning. “But if we do that, they’re going to know for sure that we’re here.”

“That’s the point,” Esta told her as she considered the waiting engine below. There was one thing necessary for a truly great trick—Harte had taught her that. Misdirection. “Those marshals wouldn’t have been riding out to meet the train if they didn’t already think we were on it, and thanks to whoever made that giant inferno of a cyclone, they know that someone has the old magic. So let’s confirm their suspicions. And then let’s disappear.”

“Disappear?” Maggie said doubtfully.

“We’ll need a distraction,” Esta told her. “Something big enough for them not to notice us getting away. Something that will ensure they won’t come looking for us later.” She met their eyes, held their gaze. “I think it’s time to kill the Devil’s Thief.”
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