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This one is for the readers—

Those who have found their home

And those who are still searching.
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THE CITY

The city stirred as the sun dipped below the horizon and night began to rise. With a shuddering sigh, it felt the cool, timeless waters lapping at its shores, heard the endless wailing of children hungry within closed-off rooms. It tasted the fears of the women and men who wandered through the narrow channels of its streets, staking everything they had—everything they were—for a dream they often could not even name.

Far beneath the present, beneath the constant disappointment and the regret, the land remembered what natives and newcomers alike had long since forgotten. It remembered that once it had been a true place, before the land had been carved and flattened and pressed into order.

The city could not forget, because in the darkness, the past was always there. The future too. Alongside what was, the city could see the glimmer of what had been and what could still become, especially at night, when the past and future and all the possibilities in between seemed one and the same.

The city had watched itself change many times before and knew it would change again. But on that night, the deepest night in the darkest part of the year, it sensed something that felt like a beginning.

Or perhaps it felt like an end.

That night a dangerous new magic began to stir. Beneath the indifferent stars, cold fires smudged their heavy incense into the sky, and chaos flared. The streets that carved order into bedrock began to burn, and the city felt itself beginning to come undone.

But there were those who would stand and fight for an impossible future.

The city had barely noticed them when they’d first arrived on its banks days or weeks or years before: one with fire in her eyes and a knife in her hand, one who could fold the light but could not uncrease his own heart. They had been no different from any of the other desperate souls who came day after day, year after year, all hoping to carve a life from the unfeeling streets. That night they stood apart, and the city wondered.…

And there were others: those held no power at all—at least none that could be remembered. They had been born in the city’s own cradle, but now the city took their measure.

Great beasts of smoke and fog rose from the cold fires as a demon raged, and the city watched her children fight. It watched them fall one by one. The assassin, the spy, and those who would help them. Broken and bleeding on a rooftop filled with angry men. A knife to the heart. A bullet to the brain.

And then there were the two. The Magician and the Thief. And the city stirred with interest once more. But in the end, they were too late, and their blood mingled with the rest.

The demon laughed, and the men who dreamed of greatness fled like the rats that tickled the city’s ribs day and night. All except one, who stayed tucked into the shadows, eyes glinting at the sight of the broken bodies before him.

The city watched as the Serpent smiled. Like the city, he knew already that time was a circle, unending and infinite until shattered against desire. His hands tightened around a gorgon’s head, and his lip curled.

Time went still. The night held its breath. But then, the world spun on.

The city shook off its disappointment. And it began to dream.
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PART I







ONLY A DREAM

1920—Brooklyn

Esta stared down at the small book in front of her. If not for the power radiating from it, the Ars Arcana would have been unimpressive. Unremarkable, even. It was smaller than one might expect of such a fabled object, bound in worn leather that had long since cracked and peeled from age. But the design carved into its cover was astounding. Clear and crisp, the geometric shapes were layered and woven into one another to form a complex sigil. The lines were so entangled that it was impossible to tell where one ended and the next began.

So much was riding on what the Book of Mysteries contained—the information and the magic within its pages—that Esta hadn’t been able to fall asleep. She knew she should probably wait for Harte, but impatience made her a little reckless. She hadn’t been able to stop herself from taking the Book from the satchel and running her finger along the intricate design carved into the leather of the cover. At the soft brush of her touch, the Book shuddered. The Aether around her trembled in response. Even the very quintessence of existence seemed to understand that the piece of pure, untouched magic within those pages could remake the world. Or destroy it.

For what was Aether but time, the very substance that carved order from chaos? And what was magic but the promise of power within chaos? Time and magic. Order and chaos. Once, the two had existed in a fragile equilibrium. Like the ouroboros, the ancient image of a serpent fated to forever devour its own tail, time kept magic in check, and the wild chaos of magic spurred time onward. But a mistake—an act of hubris, however well meaning—had changed everything. Now, deep within the Ars Arcana, a piece of the beating heart of magic waited. Severed and separated from time by an act of ritual, it was impossibly potent and dangerous. In the wrong hands, its power could cause unthinkable destruction.

Esta glanced over her shoulder to where Harte was still sleeping on the low sofa. On a makeshift pallet nearby, North’s boy, Everett, snored softly as well. Even in sleep, he looked so much like his father. But North wasn’t with them any longer. He had sacrificed himself for Everett—for the hope of a better future for all Mageus—in Chicago. And Esta would not allow that sacrifice to go wasted. She would do everything she could to claim them a different fate.

The enigmatic owner of the Nitemarket, Dominic Fusilli, had dropped them off at one of his warehouses in Brooklyn and told them to get some rest. As far as Esta knew, she was alone with the Book in the stillness of the night.

She could wake Harte—she probably should wake him—but it had been nearly two days since he’d had any real sleep, and he was still weak from being sick in California. He needed the rest. And also, she wasn’t ready to tell him yet—not about what Seshat had revealed back in Chicago nor about what Esta had done to save his life. She’d promised to finish the ritual Seshat had started eons before, a ritual to place that severed piece of magic back into the whole of creation. It was a promise she had no idea how to keep.

The Book trembled again, beckoned. The answers were within those pages.

They have to be.

Her finger had barely made contact with the ancient cover when, suddenly, the Ars Arcana threw itself open, and the most terrible wailing split the silence of the night as the pages began flipping in a seemingly endless wave. Which shouldn’t have been possible. The Book wasn’t that big. There shouldn’t have been that many pages. Then, just as suddenly as the Book had opened, its pages burst with a blinding flash of light so bright, Esta had to flinch away, shielding her eyes from its brilliance. When the light dimmed and her eyes readjusted, she was no longer in the warehouse in Brooklyn but back on the stage of the Chicago Coliseum. The Book was gone.

In her hand was the hilt of the dagger that held the Pharaoh’s Heart, and beneath her, Jack writhed, his eyes open in rage and fear. She lifted the dagger, knowing what she must do—what she had done. What she would do a thousand times over. She knew what would happen next, the sickening crunch of bone. The terrible sinking of the ancient dagger’s blade as it sucked itself deep into Jack’s chest.

You would be so willing to kill for the power in these pages?

A voice echoed inside her head—it was her own voice and not her own at the same time. Startled, she stopped with the dagger over her head. All around, the crowd in the massive arena had gone silent.

Of course she would kill for the Book. She already had.

And now? Will you take the beating heart of magic as your own…? Or will you give it over to the one who thinks herself a goddess?

The voice was no longer her own but Thoth’s—the same voice that had spoken to her before, in Denver. In Chicago as well.

Will you sacrifice yourself for Seshat’s mistakes? Do you trust in her promises so absolutely?

Esta shook her head, trying to shake off the voice. It couldn’t be Thoth. She’d destroyed him and the danger he posed along with him, but the memory of him was so strong, and his words were already worming into her mind, poking at her misgivings and fears.

She will not save you, the voice whispered. Given the chance, Seshat will destroy you and the world itself. For what? For simple vengeance.

It was no less than Seshat had threatened for months now. But they’d made a bargain. Harte’s life for Esta’s promise…

You will die to keep that promise, the voice threatened. But there is another way. Give your affinity over willingly, like so many have before you. You need not die. With your affinity, I could control Seshat’s power. Your magic could remove Seshat from the Magician without destroying the boy who holds your heart. You could live beyond the reach of time, and your magician with you.

She wanted to deny the temptation in those words, but she couldn’t. How?

With the beating heart of magic.

The voice spoke again, a crooning caress along the inside of her mind. Think of all you could do if only you would have the courage to take what I offer. Think of the chaos you brought into the world. Think of those you could save: Your friend who tumbled from the sky… All those who have died because of you… Your parents… Your magician, who is destined to be consumed by the demon within him.

Seshat will not save them. She will not save you.

It was a temptation. It would have been a lie not to admit that to herself. To save Mari and North. To save Dolph and Leena, the mother she’d never met. To know that Harte would be safe.

Think of what you could do with the power in these pages, the voice tempted. It was her voice now, and Thoth’s as well. Both together. Terrible and enticing all the same. The demon bitch was too weak to truly take it as her own. But you, girl… you are more than Seshat could ever be. With the power in these pages, you could become infinite. Think of it, the voice whispered. Think of what you could accomplish if magic—pure magic, true magic—answered only to you.

No. Esta recoiled from the idea. She’d seen what the quest for power had done to Seshat. To Jack. To Thoth. She didn’t want the power in the Book; she only wanted to replace it into the whole of creation, where it belonged. She only wanted to complete the ritual that Seshat had started so long ago, as she’d promised she would.

I don’t want that power, she told the Book. Told herself as well. I only want to finish what Seshat started. I only want to set things right.

Ancient laughter bubbled up from within the pages, from within herself.

Ah, the voice said, its amusement surrounding her. You would reunite the piece of magic that Seshat stole. You would place the beating heart of magic back into balance with the marching of time. But will you be willing to do what is required?

I’ll do whatever it takes, she said.

But what of the cost?

No matter the cost. She’d already blackened her soul with Jack’s death, hadn’t she? She would pay again and again if she had to. To save the world. To save Harte.

The hilt of the dagger felt unnaturally cold in Esta’s hand, and the energy of the Pharaoh’s Heart pulsed through the Aether around her. She ignored the icy burn and plunged the blade down. The sickening grinding of bone vibrated through her arms as Jack’s watery blue eyes widened in pain and surprise. As though he could not believe she could have bested him. As though he could not believe it was possible for him to lose.

And then Thoth was there, rising up, cold and terrible in his fury, and she did not hesitate to reach for her own terrible power, the affinity that was as much a part of her as her own skin. Without hesitation, she pulled at the Aether, the substance that held together all things. Time. Magic and its opposite. And she did not stop until the darkness that lived in the spaces between all things flooded into Thoth and tore him from this world.

That darkness poured from Jack and, as before, his screams and Thoth’s mixed. It became a living thing—as alive and prescient as Thoth himself—as it gathered into a malevolent cloud swirling above. When Jack slumped back to the ground, emptied, the dark cloud broke, shattering itself into a million tiny shards. They fell like needles of cold energy onto the crowd—onto Esta—slicing through her too tender skin. It felt like the Brink crashing over her.

And then, all at once, it was over.

Esta was still gripping the hilt of the dagger, still pressing it into Jack’s chest, but suddenly she felt the warmth of Jack’s hands covering hers. She startled, because this hadn’t happened before. It wasn’t part of the memory. She looked down, but it wasn’t Jack’s hand that had gripped hers. Now it was Harte who lay beneath her. Harte whose lips were frothing with blood and whose hands were wrapped around hers, trying to pull the dagger from his chest. At the sight of his stormy eyes wide and empty, filled with an inky darkness, Esta scrambled away—

And fell off the edge of the world.

Her eyes flew open the second she landed, and it took more than a few seconds before the dream began to burn away and she realized where she was. Not in Chicago. Not in the presence of Thoth. No longer trapped in the nightmare that had felt like truth itself.

Moonlight filtered through the high, clouded windows of Dom’s warehouse. Brooklyn. They were in Brooklyn now, she told herself, still trying to calm her breathing. Jack was dead and Thoth was gone, and it had been a dream. Only a dream.

But it felt too real. Even now, she felt the voice inside her, brushing at the fears deep within her.

Her mouth tasted foul, and her skin felt like ice. She’d fallen off the ratty couch she and Harte had curled themselves up on once they’d arrived. Harte was still asleep there. He shifted, moving into the space she’d just vacated, and though his face was calm and peaceful, Esta couldn’t shake the image from her dream: his lips frothing with blood, his beautiful eyes clouded over by an inky black emptiness that obscured their usual stormy gray. There was a part of her that wanted to climb back up next to him, to tuck herself into his warmth and pretend for just a little while longer that everything was okay. But the dream was still too thick, too close.

Instead, Esta pulled herself up from the cold, filthy floor and eased the satchel from beneath Harte’s head. She looked down at him, peaceful as he was, and forced the remaining vision of the dream away. Until it was only Harte as he truly was, his dark hair mussed from sleep, his cheekbones still too sharp from nearly dying of plague.

Unable to stop herself, she leaned down until her face was close to his. Even in his sleep, Harte seemed to sense her there and lifted his chin until their lips met. It was the barest brush of a kiss, nothing more than the whisper of their mouths meeting, but Esta felt the last bit of coldness from the dream drain away, and some of the tension she was carrying eased.

Harte was safe. She was safe. So what if she’d made a promise to Seshat that she didn’t know how to keep? She’d figure it out. She would find a way to finish the ritual Seshat had started centuries before and bring time and magic back into balance. They had the Book now, and with it, all the secrets and spells that Thoth had collected through the years. And they had four of the five artifacts. The fifth waited a few decades before, just beyond the bridge, where Harte had left it with a friend. Seshat, magic, time—Esta would figure out a way to save Harte and in turn save them all.

And if she heard the voice of her dream echoing again in her waking, mocking her certainty? She shrugged it off. Pushed that voice back down deep and ignored it. Just as she tried to ignore the memory of the dream, of Harte bloodied and dead by her own hand.

There was light spilling from beneath a doorway at the other end of the hall. Everett was up, it seemed. She could use the company, especially now. She suspected that he could as well. After all, he’d lost his father just hours ago. He shouldn’t be alone.

Clutching the satchel to her chest, she started down the hallway, leaving Harte peaceful and sleeping for a little while longer. The sooner Esta figured out what would need to be done, the better for everyone. But her hand had barely reached for the handle of the door when a sharp pain erupted along the underside of her arm, and she could not stop herself from screaming.






CLAVIS

1920—Brooklyn

The sound of Esta’s screaming ripped Harte from sleep. There was no transition from unconsciousness to waking. The effect was instant. One second he was dead to the world, and the next he was on his feet, already moving before his brain could register where he was.

He was running down an endless hallway, sure that he was already too late—sure that Esta was already gone—when he saw her there in the light spilling from an open doorway, with Everett kneeling next to her.

No. No no no—

Shoving Everett aside, he took Esta in his arms, and it was only when she hissed in pain that he breathed. Not dead. Not gone. But she was hurt. Her face was etched with pain, and she was cradling her left arm, which was a bloody mess.

Everett was still there, crouched over them both. “What did she do to her arm?”

“She didn’t do anything,” Harte told him, hearing the fury in his own voice. “I’ll kill him for this.”

“You’ll have to get in line.” Esta sucked air through her gritted teeth as she tried to pull away from him to stand up.

He didn’t let her go. Couldn’t. Not when his sleep-muddled brain still hadn’t quite accepted that she wasn’t dead, wasn’t gone.

“Who?” Everett asked, frowning as he watched Harte help Esta to her feet.

“Nibsy Lorcan.” They said it together, because they both knew what the wounds on Esta’s arm meant. They both knew who was to blame.

“The Professor?” Everett asked, frowning. “What does he have to do with anything?”

“He’s the one who did this,” Esta told Everett.

The other boy frowned. “How? He’s trapped behind the Brink.”

On her feet now, Esta winced as she looked over the bloodied mess of her arm. “That never stopped him from touching me before.”

Her face was too pale, and Harte wanted to punch something. But he knew that wouldn’t help anything—not yet at least. First he had to take care of Esta. “Could you go get some cool water? A clean towel or some gauze?”

“Alcohol if you can find any,” Esta added, wincing. “I don’t need this getting infected.”

While Everett disappeared into the cavernous depths of the warehouse, Harte guided Esta into the warmly lit room. “What the hell did he do to you?”

“I think it’s a burn,” she told him through gritted teeth. “It feels like my skin’s still on fire.”

She was probably right. The skin on her forearm was raw and angry, puckered and bleeding. There were already welts forming, but the damage wasn’t haphazard. Even with the ragged, swollen flesh, anyone could see the marks were purposeful. It looked like she’d been branded by some invisible iron. The smell of it—burned flesh, her flesh—was strong enough to make Harte’s stomach turn.

“It’s another message,” she told him. “But I don’t know what it—”

She gasped again, and Harte looked down to see her skin opening again. It looked like an invisible scalpel was slicing through her in thin, neat lines, just below the burn. A second later Harte realized what was happening. They were letters. The bastard was carving letters into her.

C-L-A

There was no way for him to stop what was happening. All Harte could do was cradle her arm, impotent with rage, as blood welled and dripped from Esta’s wrist and the lurid letters continued to appear.

V-I-S

“Key,” she whispered, her voice unsteady as she spoke in short, staccato breaths. “It means key. In Latin. It’s just like before.”

“It’s nothing like before,” Harte snapped, anger lashing through his tone so sharply that Esta flinched. He forced himself to calm his voice. He was still furious but not at her. He was angry that Nibsy had touched her again and that he couldn’t do anything to stop it. “Last time, you woke up and discovered a scar that was already healed over. That’s not what this is.”

“No,” she admitted. “But I think the difference is that this just happened.”

“Clearly,” Harte said, frowning.

Esta shook her head. “Last time, the scar appeared because he did something to the girl in the past. It was 1904 when that scar appeared, but he could have cut her—me—anytime after we left the city in 1902. Only the effects of it would have appeared. But I think these new marks are still bleeding because this literally just happened. It is happening. Here and now, in 1920.”

Harte’s mouth pressed together. It made sense, but the violence of it? “He’s turned into a fucking butcher.”

“He always has been,” Esta said softly.

She was right. Nibsy had left a trail of broken lives in his wake.

“But why this? Why now?” Harte asked.

“Because he knows we’re here. What happened back in Chicago has to be all over the news by now. This,” she said, holding up her still-bloodied arm, “is his way of letting us know he hasn’t given up. That he won’t give up.”

Everett had returned with a pitcher of water and some rags that looked nearly clean. “I found—” He stopped short, his face draining of color when he saw the newest injury—and the blood. “Oh god…”

“I’m fine,” Esta said automatically.

“You’re bleeding all over the place,” Harte told her. “You’re definitely not fine. Bring those over here,” he ordered Everett, who was still too shocked to do anything more than obey.

“It’s all I could find,” Everett said, making the words sound more like an apology than an explanation.

“It’s great,” Esta said gently as she winced again.

Harte was still too angry—too terrified—to do anything more than make a half-formed grunt of thanks. His hands could manipulate cards right beneath a person’s nose or pick a lock in the darkness of an underwater tank, but he could not seem to keep them steady as he dabbed the water over Esta’s mangled skin.

“It’s okay, Harte,” she said, touching his wrist softly to stop him. To steady the shaking that even she must have been able to see. “I can clean my own arm.”

“I have it,” he said.

“Harte—”

“Just let me look at it, would you?” He could hear the tightness in his own voice. He stopped, closed his eyes, and tried to calm himself. “Let me do this for you,” he said, opening his eyes again and meeting her gaze. He knew why she wanted to do this herself—why she felt like she had to do everything on her own—but he couldn’t let it go. “Let me help you, Esta.” He paused, and when he spoke again, he made his voice softer. “I need to make sure you’re okay.” He swallowed hard, hating how helpless he felt. “Please.”

Any other time, Esta probably would have argued. Even now he could see that she wanted to. But she seemed to understand. Resigned, she offered up her hand.

Everett stood close by, watching as Harte worked as gently as he could to clean and bandage her wounds. His expression was creased with grief and worry, and Esta knew that it was more than her injuries that had put the hollowness in his eyes.

The burns were puckered and nearly indecipherable, but though the cuts were still seeping blood, the word was clear. Clavis.

“What does it mean?” Everett asked, frowning. “Is it a name or—”

“It’s Latin for key,” Esta said softly. “But I don’t know what that’s supposed to signify.”

“Maybe he wants your cuff,” Harte said as he covered the burns with some ointment from the kit before moving on to the cuts.

“Ishtar’s Key?” Everett asked. “That makes sense.”

“It’s possible,” Esta admitted. “But I can’t help feeling like there’s more to it. He had the cuff for ages and never did anything with it.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Harte told her, trying to sound more confident than he felt. Hating that there was nothing he could do to protect her—except take care of Nibsy Lorcan once and for all.

“Well, well, well,” a voice said from the doorway.

The three of them jumped at the sound of it, turning as one to find Dominic Fusilli, the owner of the Nitemarket and their erstwhile rescuer, standing in the darkened doorway. He had the satchel that had once been secured under Harte’s head. Esta must have taken it when she’d woken up, but they’d all forgotten about it in the rush to help her. Dom had already opened it, already removed the small, worn book from within. It was too late to stop him.

The interest that lit Dom’s face had Harte’s instincts prickling in warning. “What do we have here?”






SACRIFICE AND POWER

1920—Brooklyn

Esta considered her options as she watched Dom flip through the pages of the Ars Arcana. They’d all been so distracted by the mess on her arm that none of them had heard Dom’s footsteps approaching, and he’d found the satchel she’d dropped before they could pick it up. Now he had the Book and the artifacts, and Esta wasn’t sure how to get them back without upsetting the one ally they seemed to have. It was too late to slip through the seconds and take it from him. He’d already seen the Book, and they were in his warehouse, under his protection. For now they were safe. And the Book wasn’t going anywhere—she wouldn’t let it.

Maybe she was wrong to be so uneasy. After all, Dom had saved them from an impossible situation in Chicago. Whatever magic he’d used on the van to transport them to Brooklyn in the blink of an eye had certainly allowed them to get far, far away from where the authorities would be searching. But Maggie didn’t like Dominic Fusilli, so Esta figured that was a good enough reason not to trust him.

One look at Harte told Esta that he felt as uneasy as she did.

If Dom noticed their mood, he didn’t show it. He was taking his time, studying the page he was on before turning to the next. “I still can’t believe I’m looking at this,” he said. “The Book of Mysteries. Here. In my hands. And the lost artifacts—or some of them. When I think of what these would sell for…” He let out a low whistle. “I’d be set for life.”

“They’re not for sale,” Harte said flatly.

“Everything’s for sale,” Dom told them with a shrug. He glanced up at Esta. “Everyone has their price.”

“Not us,” Harte said, stepping toward Dom. “Not for these.”

Esta placed her hand on Harte’s arm. Starting a fight with Dom wasn’t going to help anything. Better to convince him, to make him think that giving back the Book and the artifacts would help him in some way. “What Harte means to say,” Esta told Dom, “is that we can’t sell them yet. We have to use them first… to bring down the Brink.”

Dom’s brows lifted. “This is why you were in Chicago?”

She nodded. “The sooner we figure out how to use those artifacts to control the power in the Book, the sooner we can take care of the Brink. The sooner you could expand the Nitemarket like you wanted.”

Dom’s eyes shifted from the page he was reading back to Esta. “The answers are in here?”

“I don’t know where else they’d be,” she told him, and it wasn’t even a lie. “The Order used that Book to create the Brink. It must describe how they did it and explain how we can end it.”

“Maybe, but you’d have to figure out what any of this means first.” Dom gestured to the markings on the page.

“I might be able to help with that,” Everett said. “I’ve been studying the Order and their type of magic since I was just a kid.”

“You’re still just a kid,” Dom said.

“Everett’s the one who knew how to disable the tower in Chicago and how to reverse its power,” Esta reminded Dom. But at the mention of Chicago, Everett’s mouth went tight. She gentled her tone when she continued. “If he says he can figure it out, I believe him. If you’re sure? You don’t have to do this.”

“I do,” Everett told her. “I can’t have it mean nothing. I need to help. I need to do whatever I can.”

She knew he was talking about North, about the way he’d died so tragically the night before. “Okay,” she said. “Thank you.”

Dom still seemed reluctant to part with the objects in his possession.

“The sooner we know what’s in those pages, the sooner you get your New York market. It’s just ‘good business,’ ” Esta told him, echoing the very words he’d used the night before.

Dom considered Everett, and Esta felt danger stir in the silence that fell as he thought about his options.

So many people had betrayed them for less, and now Dom held the Book and the artifacts in his literal hands. Esta waited, ready for whatever decision he made. She wouldn’t allow him to take the Book, but attacking too early would mean turning their one possible ally into an enemy.

Finally, he made up his mind and slid the Book across the table. “It doesn’t leave this room.” Then he shot a warning look at Esta and Harte. “I’m gonna make some coffee. You two want some?”

Hours later, the burnt and bitter coffee had long since gone cold, but Everett hadn’t made much progress. Harte was clearly getting impatient, but he didn’t move far from her side. He’d taken to pacing within arm’s reach. Dom seemed less concerned about how long things were taking. He still had the satchel and was examining the stones in each of the artifacts with the same sort of small magnifying glass that jewelers used.

“Amazing,” he murmured, setting the Dragon’s Eye back onto the table next to the other two. “There isn’t anything about these stones that makes them physically different, but the power coming from them is something else.” Dom set the crown back on the table and picked up the necklace, turning it over in the light and watching the stone flash and glimmer. “I haven’t come across anything like them before. And I’ve seen plenty.”

“That’s probably because of how they were made,” Everett said. It was the first he’d spoken since he’d started examining the Book.

“You found something?” Esta asked, leaning over the table to look at the page Everett had open. Harte moved closer.

“I think so,” Everett told them. “Look at this.”

There on the page was a series of sketches that clearly showed the five stones surrounded by detailed notes written in faded ink. On the facing page was a detailed drawing of the hand of the philosopher.

“Is. Newton,” Esta read, running her finger along the inscription there. “Isaac Newton. This is how he did it, isn’t it? This is how he made the stones.”

“I think so,” Everett confirmed.

Esta had already known that Isaac Newton was the one responsible for infusing artifacts he’d collected from ancient dynasties with the affinities of five powerful Mageus in an attempt to control and use the Book’s magic. But the attempt had nearly driven him mad. In Chicago, she’d learned that Newton had been under Thoth’s control all along. Somehow, Newton had managed to fight off Thoth before the ritual could be completed. He’d given the stones and the Book to the Order for safekeeping, back when the Order still had magic themselves. Years later, the Order had brought the artifacts across an ocean and tried to replicate Newton’s work. They’d used them to create the Brink in an attempt to protect their magic and to keep the Book—and Seshat—under control. But the ritual had never been right—like Seshat’s ritual, the Order’s had never been finished, and the Order’s protective barrier had turned into a trap. And then it had become a weapon.

“It doesn’t look that different from the ritual that people still use to make magical objects,” Dom said.

“What do you mean?” Esta asked.

“It takes a ritual like this to break part of someone’s affinity away from them and infuse it into an object. This here…” Dom tapped on an elaborate design that looked strikingly like the one carved into the front cover of the Book. “Writing, like this design here, makes the ritual material.”

“Sigils are the earliest forms of ritual magic,” Everett told them. “The most common, too.”

“I wouldn’t be in business without them,” Dom said. “But I’ve never seen one quite this complicated. You can’t even really look at it straight, can you?”

“It’s definitely ancient,” Everett agreed. “Powerful, too. But this is different from the rituals used to make objects nowadays.” He glanced at Dom. “My understanding is that most magical objects only contain a part of someone’s affinity.”

“Sure,” Dom said. “That’s usually how it works.”

“Why would anyone willingly give up even a part of their affinity?” Harte asked.

Dom shrugged. “It’s not always willing,” he told them. “But desperate people do desperate things.”

“It sounds like what Dolph did to Leena,” Esta said, glancing at Harte.

He was frowning thoughtfully as he stared down at the Book. “Or like what Seshat did to herself by placing parts of her magic into the original stones.” He glanced up and met Esta’s eyes.

They were onto something here. She could feel it, and the expression Harte wore told Esta that he felt the same.

“This ritual is different, though,” Everett said, pointing to a block of text on the page. “It’s not meant to take part of an affinity. It’s designed to take everything. All of a person’s magic. And their life along with it.”

Dom frowned. “Everything?”

Everett nodded. “The people who Newton used to power those stones didn’t survive. They weren’t supposed to.”

This wasn’t news. Esta learned that months ago, when the Professor had revealed himself and what he intended to do. But she couldn’t help thinking of the Nitemarket and all the objects she’d seen for sale there. She thought, too, of what Dolph had done to Leena. “Why not just take part of their magic?”

“Because a life sacrificed is stronger,” Everett told them, and when they all turned to him, he shrugged. “A life is singular. And taking a life can create a rare form of power.”

But Esta wasn’t sure that made sense. She looked down at the bandage on her arm. If a life was singular, how could there be two of her—the person she was and the other version of herself who was growing up under the thumb of Nibsy?

Because you are nothing. An abomination.

She shivered a little at the memory of Thoth’s words back in Denver. She wasn’t nothing. She couldn’t be. She was herself. She wasn’t some mistake in the time line.

Harte was staring at her—she could feel the intensity of his gaze—but she didn’t look at him. She couldn’t let Dom know how important this was, or she worried that he’d never give up the Book.

“Does it say what he planned on doing with the stones?” she asked.

Everett frowned and turned back to the Book. “It looks like his plan was to connect them using the Aether.”

“That’s what Seshat did,” Harte murmured. “When she created the Book. She connected the stones she made with her affinity through the Aether.”

“But Seshat was trying to save the old magic,” Esta reminded him. “What was Newton trying to do?”

“He was trying to create the philosopher’s stone,” Everett said. When they all looked at him, he only shrugged. “Isn’t that the goal of all the old alchemists? Create the substance that can transmute matter and let you live forever?”

Dom swore softly under his breath. “Did he succeed?”

“No,” Esta told them.

Everett looked up at her, frowning.

“Newton never went through with the ritual,” she reminded them. “He gave the stones and the Book to the Order for safekeeping instead. They’re the ones who finally tried the ritual. But it didn’t work the way they expected. It’s what created the Brink.”

“But the Brink didn’t work,” Dom said. “The Order doesn’t have the philosopher’s stone. If they did, we’d all know about it.”

“Because the ritual went wrong,” Harte told him.

“And also because the philosopher’s stone isn’t a thing,” Everett said. “Not according to this…” He paused, studying the page.

“Well, go on,” Dom directed, leaning forward to look over the page where Everett was reading. “What is it?”

“I don’t know, exactly,” Everett told them. “Alchemical recipes are more like poems than recipes. They’re symbolic. Alchemists used them to obscure as much as to record their work. But it doesn’t seem like Newton thinks the philosopher’s stone is a thing so much as a state of being. A place. It’s what he was trying to create by connecting the stones through the Aether.”

“Aether is time,” Esta said softly. Newton was creating a boundary made of time—or made from manipulating time. Just like Seshat was trying to do.

“That doesn’t explain anything,” Dom said, clearly growing impatient.

“Give me a second,” Everett said, focusing more intently on the pages. “He united the artifacts to control the power in the Book and then…” As Everett turned the page, Esta saw that the next one was torn. The bottom half was gone.

“Then what?” Dom demanded.

“I don’t know. It’s missing.” Everett frowned down at the missing page. “Whatever ritual he used, it’s gone.”

“Your arm, Esta.” Harte’s voice was soft, but there was a thread of fury in it that she didn’t immediately understand.

“My arm?” He was already reaching for her, already pulling back her sleeve and unwinding the gauze. When the burned flesh was exposed, Esta understood. The strange markings there matched the ones on the page. But on the page, one line of markings included a row of Greek letters beneath it.

“It’s not gone. It’s a cipher,” Dom told her, flipping back a few pages to where the images of Newton’s gems were. The odd symbols were on that page as well.

“A cipher?” She was still too shocked to see the symbols on her arm replicated on the pages of the Book.

“Newton was hiding the ritual with code,” Dom explained. “But half the key is missing.”

“Maybe Newton didn’t want anyone else to be able to replicate his process,” Everett said.

But Esta was already shaking her head. That wasn’t it at all.

“Clavis,” Esta said, thinking of the newest word cut into her wrist. “Nibsy doesn’t want my cuff—I mean, I don’t doubt he does. But that’s not why he carved ‘Clavis’ into the girl’s arm. He knows we have the Book. He’s telling us he has the other half of this page.”

“It could be a trick,” Harte argued. “Maybe he doesn’t have anything.”

“No,” Esta said. “He tried the ritual before. He has the missing piece. He has the key to this cipher and the answer to how we can complete the ritual. He must have kept a piece of the Book separate when he sent me back with Logan. He must have known he’d need some kind of insurance in case I got away or took the Book from him. How else would he have been able to do this?” She pointed to the burns on her arm, the perfect match to the symbols on the page.

“He’s forcing you back,” Everett realized.

“Well, you’re not going,” Harte told her. “It’s a trap.”

“I know it’s a trap,” Esta said with a sinking feeling. “But he knows it’s one that will work. The answers to controlling Seshat—to controlling the Book’s power—are on the other half of this page. We have to get it back from him.”

“That’s exactly what he wants,” Harte said. “We don’t stand a chance if he’s expecting us.”

Harte was right, but that didn’t change anything.

“We don’t have a choice,” she told him.

“Maybe not, but we have time,” he reminded her.

“No, we don’t,” she said, lifting her raw arm to remind him. “I’m not going to sit around while Nibsy keeps carving me up.”

His eyes narrowed, and he opened his mouth to argue with her, but before he could get a word out, a pounding sounded from somewhere in the bowels of the building.

Dom came alert instantly, and his eyes shifted to the Book and the artifacts still lying on the table. “Shit. They’re early.” Dom reached for the satchel and started loading the artifacts back into the canvas bag. “You all have to get out of here.”

“Who’s early?” Esta asked, already reaching for her affinity.

At first Dom didn’t answer. He was too busy securing the Book back into the satchel.

Clearly done with being patient, Harte grabbed Dom, spun him around, took him by the collar, and shook. “Who is early?”

Dom licked his lips. His eyes darted from Esta to Everett, as though either would help him. Harte tightened his grip and gave Dom another shake. “Razor Riley and his lot,” Dom said finally.

Harte went still, but he didn’t release Dom. “From the Five Pointers, Razor Riley?”

“Where else would he be from?” Dom said, jerking away from Harte’s grasp. He clutched the satchel close to his chest and turned to go, but Everett stood in his way, blocking the door.

“Why would Razor Riley be out there?” Harte demanded.

“Because he’s working for Lorcan,” Dom said, not bothering to look back at Harte. He spoke to Everett then, lowering his voice and softening his tone. “Let me go, kid. Lorcan doesn’t know about you. Far as I’m concerned, he doesn’t need to know. You can walk away now without getting mixed up in this.”

“I’m already mixed up,” Everett said, squaring his shoulders.

“Look, we don’t have time for this.” Dom turned back to Harte. “Razor’s here to take the two of you to Lorcan, and I don’t have any plans to get caught up in that mess. We can stand here arguing about things, or you can let me go, and maybe you get away. Maybe the kid here can even get out clean without the Professor ever knowing he was involved.”

“You sold us out,” Esta accused, unable to stop the stupid note of disappointment from her voice.

“I saved you from the mess you were in back in Chicago,” Dom said, clearly affronted that anyone would be upset. “There’s no way you were getting out of there without my help.”

“But you were working for Nibsy the whole time,” Harte growled.

“I don’t work for anyone. I’m an independent businessman,” Dom said. “The Professor made me an offer that sounded like a good deal at the time. If it makes you feel any better, I thought I would be helping you. I never intended to—”

“How much?” Harte demanded. “How much were our lives worth?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Dom said. “I’m not going to be able to collect, not if Razor doesn’t get you.” He gave them a devilish grin and clutched the satchel holding the Book and the artifacts tighter to his chest. “It’s a fair trade, don’t you think? You get to walk out of here alive and whole, and I get the payday I was promised.”

Harte lunged for Dom, but Esta was already in motion. She didn’t wait to warn Harte or make any heroic declarations. She simply took hold of her magic and pulled.
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Harte saw red as he lunged for Dom, but Esta had already caught him before he could even take a swing. The world went silent around them as she pulled him back, and it was only her sharp intake of breath, a sign that she was still in pain, that stopped him from breaking away from her and doing everything he could to pummel the conniving bastard who’d betrayed them.

He should have known that getting out of Chicago had been too easy. They should have left Dom’s warehouse last night. He should have insisted that they go rather than collapsing into sleep on that filthy couch. Instead, he’d let himself believe that fate or chance or whatever higher power there might be had given him a handful of minutes to just breathe and hold Esta in safety. As though fate had been anything but a fickle bitch since he was born.

Esta glanced meaningfully at Harte, and he knew what she was asking: whether Seshat was still quiet. He gave her a small nod. Thanks to the Quellant, there wasn’t so much as a rumble from the goddess trapped beneath his skin.

“Come on,” she said, pulling him toward the door, where Everett was standing frozen in time. “We have to go. We don’t have time for him.”

“It wouldn’t take long,” he growled, thinking about the satisfaction he would feel when his fist landed square on Dominic Fusilli’s nose. “And we’re not going anywhere without the Book.”

“I already have it,” Esta told him, patting the satchel she’d slung across her chest. “The Book and the artifacts, too.”

Harte took another look at the rat who’d betrayed them, longing to leave Dom with a broken nose to remember him by, but eventually he relented, and they moved together so she could pull Everett into her net of time as well.

Everett gasped, startled for a minute, but he recovered quickly. “If there was a way to bottle what you can do—”

Esta shot Everett a look that shut him up. “We go together. Whatever you do, don’t either of you let go of me.”

“Not a chance,” Harte told her, squeezing her hand slightly. Not ever again.

“Let’s go,” Esta directed, nodding toward the open doorway.

Harte didn’t argue this time. Together they moved toward the rear of the building, where they’d parked the truck in a gated yard late the night before. Esta and Everett started toward the vehicle, but Harte pulled them both back.

“What is it?” Esta asked.

The truck was still in the same place. The back loading area seemed to be empty as well.

“This feels too easy,” Harte said. They’d slipped away from Dom without any trouble, and now they were just going to walk away? “If Nibsy is behind this, we need to be ready for anything. He knows you. He’ll be prepared for what you can do.”

“How?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But if he knew somehow that we would eventually need that half-torn page in the Book, he certainly could predict that you would try to use your affinity to get away.”

“Maybe… But his goons can’t catch what they can’t see,” she said.

He admired her confidence, but then he’d always admired that part of her. Still, he couldn’t shake his unease. “But what about what happened in Chicago? In the Nitemarket and at the convention, the Order used something that interfered with our affinities.”

“He has a point,” Everett said.

“If the Order has something to null the Quellant, like they did in Chicago, the Professor might, too,” Harte told her.

Esta frowned. “We don’t have much of a choice, though. We can’t sit here and wait for whatever Nibsy might have planned. Our best chance is to move and hope we’re faster than he is.”

Harte hated that she was right, even if every instinct he had was screaming at him that this was a trap. “Fine. But we need to think this through. We need a plan.”

She considered the truck before turning to Everett. “Can you drive that thing?”

It took a bit of doing, but they got themselves into the truck, with Esta between the two of them. She had her hand wrapped around the bare skin of Everett’s wrist, so he could still maneuver the vehicle, and Harte had his fingers tangled with Esta’s, so they could all stay within the net of her magic. When Everett turned the key, the sound of the enormous engine cranking to life was the only noise in the otherwise silent day.

Everett put the truck into gear and turned it around, but they’d barely pulled out of the gated area when Harte told Everett to stop. The back part of the building was accessible by a narrow alley that turned sharply left before emptying out onto one of the main streets of Brooklyn. But when they’d turned the corner, Harte saw that his earlier instincts had been right. They definitely had a problem.

Esta swore softly beside him.

“What is that?” Everett asked.

Ahead of the truck, the alley was filled with some kind of a thick, fog-like substance. It was dense enough that Harte couldn’t make out anything beyond it. There was no way to see what waited for them within the soupy murk—or on the other side of it. Worse, it seemed to be moving. With every passing second, it filled more of the alley, approaching them and swelling in size despite the rest of the world being caught and held in Esta’s power.

“Whatever that is, it shouldn’t be moving,” Esta told them, sounding every bit as uneasy as Harte felt.

“I knew this was a mistake,” Harte said.

“We could go back?” Everett suggested. “Or, if they’re expecting us to take the truck, we could go on foot. Or find another way out of this place.”

Esta shook her head. “Nibsy would have accounted for the other exits too. At least the truck gives us a little protection, and it moves a lot faster than we could on foot.”

“You’re thinking we charge through,” Harte said, knowing already it was the only real option.

“I think we have to go for it,” she said. “Maybe if we expect the worst…” She didn’t finish.

At first, none of them spoke. The world hung in the stillness of her magic, and there was no sound except for the nearly deafening rumble of the truck’s engine. They all knew what the worst meant: they had the Book and four of the artifacts. If they didn’t get through that fog, Nibsy would have almost everything he needed.

“If that fog is anything like what happened in Chicago, we need to worry about Seshat.” He looked down at their joined hands. Whatever agreement or truce Esta might have made, he didn’t trust the goddess not to take advantage of any opportunity she could. “If that fog destroys the Quellant, I won’t be able to stop her.”

Harte started to release her hand, but Esta caught his fingers more tightly and didn’t let him go.

“He’ll be expecting us to use my affinity,” Esta said, considering the problem. “So maybe I shouldn’t use it. Maybe I should let go of time, and we floor it and see what happens. You can have more Quellant ready, just in case, and once we’re on the other side, I’ll pull time slow again.”

“If you can,” Harte said.

“If I can’t, at least we’ll be in the truck. We’ll have the benefit of speed. Maybe we’ll be able to lose them.”

“It sounds like our best option,” Everett said.

“It sounds like our only option,” Harte muttered, hating everything about the plan.

Ahead of them, the fog was closer still. It seemed to have grown denser, darker since they’d stopped.

“Get the extra Quellant ready,” Esta told him. “Just in case.” As he pulled the packet of tablets out of the leather satchel, she glanced at Everett. “Ready?”

Everett tightened his grip on the shifter and gave Esta a tight-mouthed nod.

“I’ll release time as soon as we’re moving.” She gave Harte’s hand a small squeeze, but before she could pull away, he caught her.

“Wait.” He leaned in and pressed his lips against hers, allowing himself one more moment of hope, of her, in case everything went wrong, as it probably would. In case the Quellant didn’t work again. In case Nibsy got the best of them this time.

Harte wanted to stay there, his mouth against hers, their breath intermingling, and pretend that their life could be easy. But he knew it wasn’t possible—wouldn’t ever be possible as long as Nibsy was chasing them and Seshat lived beneath his skin. The fog was still growing, still creeping malevolently toward them, so he pulled away, but he was glad to see that Esta’s expression had turned as soft and dazed as he felt.

Her tongue darted out, licking her lips, and he felt a pull low in his gut. And he knew it didn’t matter if they had a thousand years—it wouldn’t ever be enough.

When she spoke again, her voice was rough with emotion. “Okay, Everett. Floor it.”
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Even with their lives hanging in the balance, Esta could only focus on the feeling of Harte’s kiss still on her lips. Her arm might have been aching from the cuts and burns beneath the bandage before, but she barely felt those wounds now. She hardly felt the pain or the fear or even the weight of what was before them—because suddenly, everything felt right.

They’d been running for so long—too long—and even now they were running straight into danger, but when he’d stopped to kiss her, the weight of the world had lifted. Everything narrowed to nothing more than the two of them together. And if that was all she could ever have, she would take the memory, tuck it away, and keep it with her.

But there was no more time. There was only action, because the strange fog was now at the nose of the truck, and in a matter of seconds, they would be covered by it.

Everett threw the truck into gear, and the second it lurched forward, Esta released time and Harte. As the truck punched into the dense soup of the fog, she could feel a cold energy surrounding her. She couldn’t see a foot in front of the truck, but she knew the second Seshat had awoken because she felt Harte flinch away like he was suddenly afraid to touch her. It took only a matter of seconds—barely time to take a breath or blink—and they were coming out through the other side. The fog grew thinner, and then daylight broke through.

Esta reached almost immediately for Everett, for her affinity, ready to pull time slow once she was sure they were free of whatever that trap had been, but as the murky light of the overcast day found them, her affinity slipped from her, and gunfire erupted.

“Go!” she screamed, but Everett was already shifting the truck into a higher gear and pushing the heavy vehicle’s engine as hard as he could.

Harte’s instincts had been right. As they breached the fog, they ran straight into an ambush. The alleyway was blocked by a line of men—Five Pointers, from the looks of it. The sharp, rapid retort of their guns echoed off the brick walls, as the glass of the windshield shattered.

“Get down!” she yelled to Harte as she ducked below the level of the dashboard and tried to shield herself from the shards of glass. She grabbed for Everett’s wrist and tried again to pull the seconds slow, but Esta could feel the cold tendrils of the fog’s energy still clinging to her. It felt like she’d walked through a particularly thick spiderweb. The sticky coolness of the corrupted magic clung to her skin, making it impossible to get a good grasp on her affinity. She would find the seconds and the world would almost go still, but then they’d slip away from her.

The truck swerved, and the sound of the shots followed them. Then suddenly the truck lurched to the left as they were hit from the side. Horns sounded as Everett steered the truck back into their lane, barely avoiding other traffic.

“You need to do your thing,” Everett said, his voice tight and pained. “I don’t know if I can shake them.”

“I’m trying,” she said. She almost had it, though. The cold wisps of the fog’s unnatural energy were almost gone. “Just keep them off our tail a little longer.”

Next to her on the floor, Harte was drawn and pale. His hands shook as he struggled to bring the tablets of Quellant to his mouth. She wanted to help him, but she knew that Seshat made touching him too dangerous.

“Esta—” Everett’s voice was strained. “Please. You have to—”

The truck lurched again, and suddenly her affinity was whole again. Without hesitating, she grabbed the seconds and pulled them slow, but the world had barely gone quiet when Everett’s hand fell from the shifter. She looked up to find Everett slumped over the steering wheel. His foot was still on the gas pedal, but he wasn’t conscious. She grabbed the wheel and swerved around the stopped car they’d been about to slam into.

The world was silent now except for the roar of the truck. Everett’s foot was still wedged on the gas pedal, and the truck was still careening through the Brooklyn streets, but Everett wasn’t steering it.

“Everett…” She tried to pull him back off the wheel, tried to shake him to get some response, but he slumped back into the seat, his head lolling to one side as he let out a weak groan. That’s when she saw the blood.

He’d been hit. She couldn’t tell where the blood was coming from, but there was so much of it. His eyes were partially opened, unfocused, but he was still breathing—and still bleeding.

“Everett. You have to hold on, okay?” She let go of his wrist to freeze him in time and keep him from bleeding any more as she swerved the wheel and barely missed a milk truck. His foot was still wedged on the gas pedal, and it was all she could do to guide the truck around the traffic. She knew that if she pushed his leg aside and moved his foot off the gas without depressing the clutch at the same time, the truck would stall. Maybe she should do that. She could switch places with him and drive. But her affinity still felt off, and she didn’t know how much longer she could hold the seconds at bay. They were still too close to the Five Pointers—or whoever it was that Nibsy had sent after them—to risk wasting any time. The farther away they could get, the better.

Esta looked down to find Harte frozen and pained-looking on the floor of the passenger side. The Quellant was still in his hands, but he didn’t look like he’d been otherwise harmed. He couldn’t do anything to help as long as Seshat was freed from the Quellant’s effects, and she couldn’t let go of time for that to happen as long as they were so close to the warehouse. She was on her own. She had to hold on to everything a little bit longer until she could lose Nibsy’s guys and get them somewhere safe. So she left Everett’s foot where it was, left the truck in gear, and tried to steer them through the silent, stopped Brooklyn traffic without killing anyone. But she had no idea where she was going.

When she turned down one of the side streets, Esta realized she’d made a mistake. The street dead-ended into a strip of land, and beyond that lay the river. At that speed, they would end up in the water. Without much choice, she pushed Everett’s foot aside and felt the truck shudder as the engine stalled out. She barely managed to reach the brake before the truck hit the curb of the street and its front tires reached the edge of the grass.

As the engine hissed and shuddered, Esta simply sat there, trying to catch her breath. Unsure of what to do. She had no idea if they’d been followed. Pulling back Everett’s jacket without touching any of his skin, she looked for the wound and saw that he’d been hit twice—once in the side and once in the upper thigh. Stuck in her net of time, his wounds weren’t bleeding, but the instant she released her hold on the seconds, they would.

In the distance, the city waited beneath a heavy sky. The bridge rose from the water, a pathway toward her eventual fate, summoning her onward, but for now, the world was silent.

She had to release time. She knew that. She needed Harte to help Everett, and Harte needed the Quellant to be any use at all. But she didn’t know just how far Nibsy’s plans had gone. She had no idea what might happen when she released the seconds. For sure, Everett would start bleeding again. Seshat would likely rise up and fight. And there could be more of the Five Pointers, more of Nibsy’s men waiting, ready for when they appeared.

But hesitation wasn’t going to help her. She couldn’t sit there, stuck in the abeyance of time forever. The minutes had to continue on, and so did she.

Esta let herself take one more breath in the silence, one more breath before everything might explode again, and then she let go of the seconds and watched the world spin back into motion.

Immediately, Harte gasped.

“Get that Quellant in your mouth,” she told him as she reached for Everett, trying to put pressure on his wounds. “Everett… can you hear me? Can you talk?”

She sensed Harte’s struggle, sensed him shuddering from the Quellant, and knew Seshat had receded, because suddenly he was there with her.

“What the hell happened?” Harte asked.

“You were right,” she said, tapping lightly at Everett’s cheek, willing him to focus on her. Waiting for the attack that didn’t come. “It was an ambush. He’s hit. We need to get him help.”

Everett groaned. “No… have to go on.”

She ignored him. “Come on, Harte. Help me move him over so I can drive. We need to get him to a hospital or—”

“No.” Everett’s eyes were open now. “Go.”

“We are not leaving you here,” Esta said, determined to ignore the grayish pallor of his skin, the way his eyes weren’t quite focused on her. She ignored, too, the way her own hands were trembling. The way her heart felt unsteady and her throat felt tight. This couldn’t be happening, not after North. Not after all they’d learned and all that had happened. “We’re going to get you help.”

“Too late,” he said, flinching. “Have to go back… Make this right.”

Esta’s eyes were burning. She wanted to deny his request, but she couldn’t find the words because she knew he was right. They probably wouldn’t be able to find a hospital in time, and even if they did, in 1920 he likely wouldn’t make it. But in the future… “I can take you forward. We can go where there’s help.”

She took Everett’s hand as she held out her other hand to Harte. But he didn’t immediately take hold.

“Esta,” Harte said, his voice annoyingly gentle.

She bristled. “Take my hand, Harte.”

But Everett was pulling away from her. “Make a good future for us… for my parents,” he whispered, his voice barely a breath. “Go.”

His chest didn’t rise again.

“No,” she said, shaking him slightly. His blood was still on her hands, and his eyes remained unfocused, glassy.

“He’s gone, Esta.” Harte was pulling her away, or at least he was trying to. But she didn’t want to admit what had just happened, couldn’t make herself move. “We have to go before the people who were after us catch up. We have to put as much space between us and Nibsy Lorcan as we can right now. We have to leave him.”

“There’s no getting away from Nibsy,” she said dully, realizing the truth. Everett was gone, another person lost because of her actions.

But there was a way to fix this—there was a way to put everything to right.

She reached forward and closed Everett’s eyes. “Being on this side of the Brink isn’t going to keep us safe, and you know he’s not going to stop coming after us. We have to go back into the city.”

“Esta,” Harte said. “Let’s think this through.”

“I have,” she said. “It was always the plan to go back. We have to find the ring, and now we also need to get the missing piece of the Book from Nibsy. Without it, we can’t end all of this.”

“That doesn’t mean we have to walk right into another one of his traps,” Harte argued. “There has to be another way.”

“There isn’t. I’m not going to run from this, Harte.” She took his hand in hers, belatedly realizing that hers was still marked with Everett’s blood. “We’re going to make him pay.”






THE BRIDGE

1920—Brooklyn

The bridge to Brooklyn had always loomed larger than life in Harte Darrigan’s mind. It was an enormous thing, a marvel of modern engineering that was about as old as he was. When he was a boy, he’d dreamed of walking across it, a free man escaping the prison of the city. Later, its wide span and the waters below had offered an answer to the problem of the power that he’d unwittingly accepted by touching the Book. It had always represented freedom to Harte, but now he was on the other side, preparing to cross back into the city he’d worked so hard to escape.

In the distance another bridge loomed, a marvel of steel. But it seemed appropriate somehow that they were there, on the same bridge that had led them out of the city months before. Now that span of steel and stone represented nothing more and nothing less than his fate.

Harte looked over at Esta when she paused at the foot of the long expanse that would lead them up and over the water. She was wearing a shapeless pair of workman’s overalls, the only thing she could find in Dom’s warehouse to replace her bloodstained dress from Chicago. Her hair was short now, but the humidity hanging in the air had it curling around her face in a way that almost suited her better than the long locks she’d had when they’d first met. Her mouth was set in its familiar determined line. He’d kissed that mouth—though not nearly enough—knew what her lips felt like when they molded against his, what she tasted like when their breath intermingled. Suddenly he felt more helpless than he ever had before, more helpless even than when he was lying in that filthy hole back in San Francisco, barely able to breathe. Barely able to do anything more than hope for death.

The angles of her face had become more than familiar to him—they’d become essential. She’d become essential. Maybe she’d always been that for him, though. His life had changed completely from the first moment he’d seen her on the dance floor of the Haymarket.

“What if it doesn’t work?” he pressed. “What if we go after Nibsy and it isn’t enough? What if he still wins?”

“He won’t,” Esta said, her jaw going tight. “I’ll die before I let that happen.”

“That’s exactly what I’m afraid of,” he told her softly. Because he knew that when Esta set her mind to something, there was no stopping her. And Harte didn’t know how he’d keep her safe.

The sky above was growing heavier and more threatening as they started across the span of the bridge. Behind them, Brooklyn lay quiet and still. Ahead, Manhattan promised nothing but danger. His entire life, all he’d wanted was to escape from that very city. He’d plotted and planned, lied and betrayed, all to be on this side of the Brink. And he’d made it. Now he found himself in the unbelievable position of preparing to return to the prison he’d been born into.

There was no question that he would return. Esta was right; they had no choice but to cross back into the city, to go after Nibsy Lorcan, and to find the missing part of the Book. And there was nowhere he wanted to be but at her side.

“We need a plan,” Harte said. “Once Nibsy realizes we’ve escaped, he’ll be expecting us to come for him and the key. We’ve already seen what he’s capable of. If we want any chance of walking out of this alive, we’re going to have to think around him. But with all he’s capable of, I don’t know how to get past his talent.”

“There might be a way,” Esta said, glancing over at him. “But you’re not going to like it.”

Harte had a feeling he was going to hate it. But he squeezed her hand gently and waited for her to speak.

“We don’t have to cross the Brink now,” she told him. “We could choose any time to arrive.”

“You think we should go back?” he asked, considering the possibilities. “It’s where we have to go eventually. We can use the Book to hold the stones and—”

“He’ll be expecting that too,” she said. “He knows I have to take the cuff back. He’s probably been ready for us to return all along—and we have to expect that he will be ready, whenever we finally do return.” Her expression was thoughtful. “I think we should go forward.”

“Forward?” It wasn’t really a question of what she meant—Harte knew what she meant. But there was a part of him that needed her to say it.

“If we go back to 1902, we play right into his plans. We still don’t have any answers about how to control Seshat’s power or to use the piece of magic in the Ars Arcana to make things right. We haven’t even figured out how to use the Book to take the stones back. But if we go forward in time?” She shrugged. “Professor Lachlan might still be waiting. He probably will be. But half a century is a long time to stay on high alert.”

“But it’s not impossible,” Harte reminded her. “Not when it’s Nibsy.”

“No, not impossible,” she admitted. “But before, there were decades when Professor Lachlan was waiting for me to reappear. During that time, he wasn’t powerful. He wasn’t the leader of the Devil’s Own or any gang. He was a college professor, quietly biding his time and trying to keep his unnatural longevity from being noticed. He was alone for a long time before he put together the team I grew up with. At some point, he’d have to start lying low. If he’s still using healers, he wouldn’t want to draw attention to himself.”

“You don’t know that for sure,” Harte said. “He isn’t the same Professor that you grew up with. If he has that fog, he’s liable to have more tricks.”

“Probably,” she admitted. “But we can expect that. We can be ready.”

“We can’t be ready for everything, Esta. We have no idea what kind of a future we’d be walking into,” Harte argued.

“That’s true, but right now? Nibsy is a grown man solidly in his prime. That attack back there tells us that he’s strong and surrounded by allies. Maybe if we go far enough ahead, he won’t be. When he’s old, maybe he’ll be weaker. Maybe he’ll be alone. Maybe we’ll have a better shot at getting the piece of the Book back from him.”

“Or maybe he would have had even longer to plan,” Harte said darkly. “Who knows what we’ve changed, Esta. He could have surrounded himself with more protection. It might be even harder to get to him. And with his affinity, we have to assume he’ll know that we’re coming the second we arrive in the city—whenever that is.”

“Maybe,” she said. “But we can plan for that. We know what power he has now. If we go forward, though?” She shrugged. “That’s a future that none of us can predict. We have a real chance to take advantage of his surprise. We can’t be ready for everything, but then, neither can he.”

Harte hated the idea every bit as much as he’d expected to, but he couldn’t deny that Esta had a point. If they crossed the bridge now, Nibsy would definitely be waiting for them on the other side of the bridge. He’d be waiting for them no matter when they came for the missing page, but slipping ahead—dealing with an old man instead of one in his prime—might at least give them the possibility of victory.

“Fine. We’ll do it your way,” Harte said, wishing there were some other option that didn’t require multiple trips through time. She’d slipped him through time before, and it was always awful. Worse, once they were… whenever they were going, he’d be working blind. It wouldn’t be the New York he knew. “When will you take us forward? Before we cross or…?”

“Before makes sense,” Esta said. “It’s likely that Nibsy will have bigger numbers on the other side waiting for us now. And if we slip forward now, we’ll still be outside the Brink. In case anything goes wrong. But I think we should get closer—maybe on the bridge. Maybe right before the Brink?”

He gave her a small, resigned nod. “Then I guess we better get going.”

They walked on together, hand in hand, and as they approached the midpoint of the enormous span, Harte began to feel the telltale ice of the Brink’s energy cutting through the heat of the summer day.

Esta looked up at him, her golden eyes calm and steady. “I’m going to have to release time to slip us forward. Are you ready?”

“Not even a little,” he told her. But there wasn’t really a choice. There was no way to run from this, no way around what they had to do. All roads had always led here, to this place—this city. The ring waited for them somewhere across the river in the years that had already gone by, and now they knew the key to stopping Seshat—to fixing the Brink—waited there as well, with Nibsy.

In the distance, the world had once more launched back into motion. He could hear the steady clattering rumble of traffic, the far-off wailing of a train’s whistle, and over the sound of the wind, the water.

Esta squeezed his hand, and a second later Harte felt the beginning of the same nauseating push-pull he’d felt before. It was like being torn apart, like he was shattering into a million pieces, and then, suddenly, gunfire erupted from the foot of the bridge behind them.

He’d barely had time to look back and see the pair of men shooting at him when in the next second, they were falling. Endlessly tumbling until, all at once, it was over. Day had turned to night, and the summer’s heat had transformed itself into the bitter bite of winter.

Harte’s vision swirling, he fell to his knees and found himself sinking into the snow. Esta was there, cursing as she knelt beside him and rubbed his back.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

He nodded as he tried to pull himself together. His stomach was still rolling as he got to his feet.

“They threw me off,” she told him, shivering when the wind gusted off the frozen river. “I should have expected an attack, but I didn’t.” She shivered again.

He tried to give her his jacket. She started to shrug him off, but he wrapped it around her anyway.

“We need to get going,” she told him.

She was right. Even now, Nibsy might know they had arrived.

Harte noticed, then, just how much the world had changed. The city skyline in 1920 had been a marvel to him, but this? This city was nearly impossible to take in. Its buildings towered over the river, and they were lit so dazzlingly bright against the night sky that for a second he couldn’t breathe. He’d seen glimpses of this city the time he’d used his affinity on Esta those many months ago, but to her, it had seemed ordinary. He hadn’t really understood.

The bridge below vibrated with a steady stream of motorcars. The road was filled with enormous trucks and boxy automobiles that were all square angles and rumbling engines. The buildings on the other side of the river glowed like torches, and in the sky above, there were no stars. There was a scent in the air, heavy like coal smoke but different somehow.

“This is where you’re from?” he asked.

“Not exactly,” she said, frowning as she looked at the skyline. “But it’s close.” Esta took in the skyline for another long minute before she let out a long, weary-sounding breath and turned to him, her expression creased with worry and something too close to pain for Harte’s liking. “I know what this means for you, Harte. I know what you did to get out of New York, and now you’re willingly going to walk back into the prison of the Brink. Maybe you don’t have to. You could wait here and—”

“I’m coming with you, Esta.” And if part of him almost didn’t mind? If he looked up at those soaring buildings, the sheer audacity of late-century Manhattan, and felt a small spark of… wonder? For this prison of a city? Because it was still a prison. Time hadn’t changed that.

He’d have time to consider that later.

“Harte—”

Before she could argue with him any more, he leaned in and kissed her. Again. Because he could and because he wanted to. And because he wasn’t stupid enough to take any time they might have together for granted, not ever again. He felt her surprise, her annoyance at the way he’d silenced her argument. As he pulled away from her, she was frowning.

Her shoulders sagged a little. “I just wish this could be different. I wish you didn’t have to give up everything you wanted just to help me.”

He wanted to tell her that he wasn’t only helping her, that he wasn’t giving up everything. He wanted to tell her that before she’d walked into his life, he hadn’t had a clue about what he’d truly wanted. But he didn’t say any of those things. Instead, he cocked his mouth into the wry grin he’d perfected years ago and gave her a wink. “But it’s so much more fun when you owe me.”

She rolled her eyes at him, but the breathy laugh that came with it was real. It broke the tension between them. “Keep telling yourself that, Darrigan.”

He took her hand again, brushed his thumb across her soft skin, and watched with satisfaction as she shivered from something other than the bitter cold. Then all at once, the world went still as Esta pulled time to a stop. There were no more words. Nothing that needed to be said. In silence, together, they walked onward toward the city, with only the sound of their own footsteps to accompany them.

At first it was impossible to tell where the cold of the winter night ended and the power of the Brink began. They were so similar, the bite in the air and the dangerous energy that seemed to be reaching for them. It was still a ways off, but with each step they took, the night deepened. The winter wrapped more firmly around them. And the Brink warned them of what was to come.

When they reached the midpoint of the bridge, Harte felt a sudden change. There was a shifting, a pulse of energy, as the icy magic of the Brink flew toward them, wrapped around them, tried to pull them under.

Everything after that happened too fast, and later, he would never really be able to remember what came first and what followed. One minute they were walking toward the city, forcing themselves forward, step by step, and the next they were running as though their lives depended on it. They hadn’t decided to run or even discussed it, but they seemed to know at the same time that they had to go now, and quickly, or they’d never make it through.

They were nearly to the other side of the bridge, but not close enough, when a new bolt of cold stabbed through Harte like a jagged, icy blade. And then everything began to fall apart.






THE DELPHI’S TEAR

1902—Bella Strega

James Lorcan twisted the ring on his finger, reveling in the power that seemed to radiate from the crystalline stone. He smiled to himself as the Aether vibrated with possibility. The Delphi’s Tear was every bit as powerful as he’d hoped.

Suddenly, though, the Aether shifted, and James came to attention. Something was happening. Something was changing. He’d hoped that with the Delphi’s Tear, the Aether would more than suggest. But even with the ring upon his finger, the Aether revealed no more than it had before. It thrummed again, directing him onward with its usual vague urgency.

He made his way down the back staircase to the Strega’s barroom, all the while following the wild fluctuations of the Aether. It was early evening, too early for the usual crowd, but when he entered the saloon, he found it louder than usual. The energy felt unsettled and more than a little dangerous, and James saw the cause almost immediately.

Near the zinc bar, a drunken Mooch was speaking loudly enough to be heard over the din. He was gesticulating as he spoke, railing to anyone who would listen, as Werner tried—and failed—to quiet him. Quite a crowd had amassed around the pair, and as Mooch continued to speak, the feeling in the air grew more and more electric. Certain that this was the cause of the disturbance, James paused, biding his time before he made his presence known.

He’d been listening to the whispers filtering through the ranks of the Devil’s Own ever since he’d returned from the Flatiron Building with the Delphi’s Tear on his hand—and without Mooch and Werner—two nights before. After Logan had described how the two had left with Viola, how they’d run to save themselves instead of finishing the mission he’d sent them on, James had assumed that he would not see them in the Bowery again—at least not alive. Yet there they were, disrupting his evening and threatening everything he was on the verge of building.

Gripping the cane tighter, he felt the magic within it flare stronger than ever as he took a step into the low-ceilinged room. Even those around the periphery were quiet, trying to listen to Mooch, so at first one noticed James enter. But as he walked through the crowd, an awareness rippled, and slowly people began to move out of his way, giving him room to pass freely.

He was nearly to the bar before he could hear clearly what Mooch was saying.

“It was an impossible job,” the redheaded firebrand slurred, waving his glass of Nitewein around so wildly that the contents sloshed over his hand. “A suicide mission.”

According to Mooch, they’d been sent into the Order’s lair like lambs to the slaughter.

“Dolph Saunders wouldn’t never have asked us to do it,” Mooch railed, even as Werner tried to shush him. “Dolph would’ve had our backs.”

“Nibsy does have our backs,” Werner said, trying to take the glass away from his friend.

Mooch jerked his hand back, spilling the remained contents. “Nibsy Lorcan ain’t more than a boy. People are following him like he’s somebody, but he ain’t nothing compared to the man Dolph—”

It was the final statement that had James stepping forward. The thump of his cane shouldn’t have been audible over the noise of the saloon, but somehow it was enough for people to turn. The crowd went silent, because everyone understood that a line had been crossed. Everyone seemed to be holding their collective breath, waiting for what would happen next.

When Mooch realized that James had appeared, there was no flash of fear or misgiving. Instead, Mooch lifted his chin, his expression bleary-eyed and smugly indifferent. Next to him, Werner’s expression had shifted into an alert wariness. Werner, at least, understood.

Stopping a few feet from Mooch, James leaned on the cane and again reveled in the feel of its power beneath his palm and the way it sang to the nervous energy careening through the room. As the room buzzed, he simply stared at the two boys without speaking.

Because he could. Because the Strega was his to command.

Mooch was a few inches taller than James and older as well. He was mean as a snake and could turn his fire on anyone—and did, often without provocation. But it didn’t take a reading of the Aether to know that he wouldn’t threaten James. Not here in the heart of the Strega. And not with his fire, at least. Because Mooch wasn’t a leader. He was a coward.

“So,” James said softly, knowing that nevertheless his voice carried through the room. “I see you have returned to us at last.”

“Didn’t expect that, did you?” Mooch demanded, too drunk to be nervous and too cocky to be smart.

“What is that supposed to mean?” James asked, his voice deadly calm.

“Don’t listen to him none,” Werner said, trying to push Mooch behind him. “Look, we would’ve come back sooner. We meant to. But the Order… they’re everywhere. They’re picking up anyone they suspect of having the old magic.” Werner shifted nervously.

“I’m aware.” James leaned into the cane, kept his expression free of any emotion. Beneath his hand, the power within the silver top—Leena’s power and Dolph’s—sizzled against his skin. “The rest of us are all aware of the danger we’re currently in, no thanks to the two of you. And yet here you stand, blaming others for your own failures.”

“Just take back what you said,” Werner hissed into Mooch’s ear. “Apologize.”

But Mooch only lifted his chin higher.

Werner’s eyes darted to James. “He’s been drinking too much tonight, Nibs. Nerves, you know. He’s just talking shit, but he don’t mean nothing by it.”

“James,” he corrected. “I’ve asked you to call me James.”

“Right. James. Sorry.” Werner ran a hand through his dark blond hair. “Like I said, Mooch here, he don’t mean nothin.’ Do ya, Mooch?” He elbowed his drunken friend. “Tell him.”

Even inebriated as he was, Mooch’s confidence suddenly faltered. There was a flicker of misgiving in his expression as he seemed to realize the gravity of the situation.

The smugness drained from his expression. “Yeah, I didn’t mean nothing,” he muttered half-heartedly. But he looked down, unable or unwilling to meet James’ eyes.

“I see.” James stepped closer. “But I wonder… why would you say something you didn’t mean?” he asked, pretending confusion. “You said quite a lot just now.”

“I was just talking, is all,” Mooch told him. A soft belch highlighted his drunkenness and punctuated his confession.

James cocked his head slightly. “Were you?”

“Sure…” Mooch looked more nervous now. “I was just talking.”

“You do that often, don’t you?” James asked. He kept his voice soft and even.

The entire barroom had gone silent to listen. It felt like the Aether itself was holding its breath and waiting for what would come, and then James felt the shift, the telltale nudge that told him it was time.

“What?” Mooch seemed confused now.

“You often say things you don’t mean,” James clarified, allowing a bit more menace to color his tone. “You lie.”

“I don’t—”

“For instance,” James continued, not allowing Mooch to explain. “When you told the others just now that you did everything possible to retrieve the ring, you were lying, weren’t you?” He took another step forward.

“No. I wasn’t lying about that,” Mooch said. “Werner was there. He can tell you. There wasn’t any way to get the ring out of that place.”

Werner was backing away now. Another coward. But there would be time enough to deal with him later.

“You’ve lied to me before, Mooch. Do you think I don’t know? When you told me that the police had released you from the Tombs, it was a lie,” James said. “Wasn’t it?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mooch said, but his voice cracked as he spoke, and his face was drained of color. “They released me, just like I said they did.”

“No, Mooch. You had help. And you repaid your saviors by helping them break into my rooms,” James said softly. “You allowed them to steal from me.”

“No, Nibs—I mean, James,” Mooch said, correcting himself as he stumbled over his words and his lies. “I wouldn’t.”

“But you did. Would you like to tell everyone here who it was that you let into the Strega that day back in May, or would you rather I told them?” James asked.

The silence around them now was deafening, but the Aether, it was dancing. Urging him on.

“You see,” James said—and he was speaking to the room now, not only to Mooch. “It would be so much easier to believe that you’d done everything you could to bring me the ring if you hadn’t let Viola Vaccarelli come into our home, our sanctuary. You helped her—a traitor to the Devil’s Own—steal from me. From us.”

“No, I—”

“Save your lies, Mooch.” He leaned forward a bit, ignoring the boy’s protest. “No one here believes them, just as no one believes you did everything you could at the Flatiron Building.”

“But we did,” Mooch said. “It was impossible to get the artifact like you wanted.” Mooch looked to Werner, who wasn’t by his side any longer. The other boy had already pressed himself back into the crowd.

“Another lie,” James said. He held up his hand, the one bearing the ring, and allowed himself a to feel the satisfaction of seeing the color drain from Mooch’s face. “Logan didn’t walk away from his duty to the Devil’s Own. But you did. Maybe you never wanted us to have this artifact.” He lowered his voice. “Maybe you were working with Viola—and against us—all along.”

“No way, Nib—James. That ain’t it at all,” Mooch said, backing away. But he was blocked by the bar behind him. “That ain’t how it happened at all. Tell ’em, Werner. Explain what it was like up there.”

Werner’s eyes met James’, and they widened slightly. But Werner didn’t speak to help his friend. He just shook his head slightly and then looked away.

James took in every detail of the crowded saloon. There was not a soul there who hadn’t been listening. He stepped toward Mooch. “It seems to me that while the rest of us risked ourselves for what Dolph Saunders built, you were off making nice with those who have betrayed Dolph and the Devil’s Own.”

“No, Nibs—James. No.” He sounded more sober now. “That ain’t how it—”

“I think,” James said, cutting him off before he could finish his protest, “that those of us who are loyal to Dolph’s memory—may his soul rest in peace—should not stand for another lie from the mouth of a traitor.”

He turned to the room and sensed that they were with him, every one of them. And why shouldn’t they be? Hadn’t he led them after Dolph had fallen? Hadn’t he protected them from the Five Pointers and the threat of Tammany’s police?

Jerking up his sleeve far enough to expose the intertwined snakes on his own arm, James looked around the room and met the eyes of those watching. “We all took this mark when we pledged ourselves to the Devil’s Own, but this was never Dolph’s mark alone. These intertwined serpents, life and death, were a promise to something larger than Dolph Saunders. They were a promise to what he believed in. They were a promise of loyalty. Not to a man, but to an idea.”

James turned back to Mooch now. He allowed his affinity to swell through the power in the cane just a little, testing it. Mooch reacted exactly as James had hoped, immediately grabbing his neck where the edge of a snake barely peeked out over the collar of his shirt. He grimaced and rubbed at the tattoo as though he were trying to rub off the ink inscribed into his skin.

“What the hell, Nibs?” Mooch whimpered.

Around them, the saloon rustled with uneasiness. James understood why. He could sense them all there, sense the marks that connected them to the cane he was holding, and he knew they could sense him as well. The Delphi’s Tear might not have revealed the future to him, but the power in the artifact, along with his own connection to the Aether, made the cane he leaned against more powerful—and more dangerous—than it had ever been in Dolph Saunders’ hand.

“Does it speak to you, Mooch?” James asked, swallowing the amusement that threatened to show in his expression.

“Please,” Mooch said, his eyes filled with the kind of panic that could only be described as satisfying.

“Does your mark know of your betrayal?” James asked, taking another step closer.

“I didn’t mean nothing by it,” Mooch whined. “Maybe Viola and her rich toff did come and get me out of the Tombs. I know it was wrong to let them in, but she told me she just wanted to get something from her old room. You gotta believe me, Nibs—James. You gotta know I wouldn’t do nothing to hurt the gang.”

“But you did,” James said. “Maybe you didn’t mean anything by your actions, but they were a betrayal nonetheless. You think to compare me to Dolph Saunders? We all know one thing Dolph never tolerated”—he leaned closer until his face was a breath away from Mooch’s—“disloyalty.”

Before Mooch could so much as flinch away, James lifted the cane, and in a swift, impossible-to-stop motion, he placed the Medusa’s head against the tattoo on Mooch’s neck. She might have been kissing the dark ink on his skin, but at the touch of her cold silver lips, Mooch’s scream tore through the saloon.

As the mark turned bloody, James began to draw on the power of the stone as well. He’d been experimenting with the cane for weeks now, had determined that his connection to the Aether gave him more flexibility to use the marks than Dolph ever had. Dolph had needed to touch someone—skin to skin—to borrow their affinity, but James could feel the marks through the Aether that surrounded a person. Until now, it hadn’t been strong enough to do more than send a tingling bit of ice as a subtle warning to a single person. It had been enough to throw Viola off, but not enough to do any real damage.

With the power in the ring now on his finger, though? Things had changed.

Focusing through the Delphi’s Tear, connecting it to the power in the Medusa’s head, suddenly James could sense every person within his sight who wore the mark of the Devil’s Own. He felt their link to the magic trapped in the cane head, felt the oaths they had given, and he used that connection to send a warning to everyone in that room. A promise. A threat.

The men and women in the barroom, the dangerous cutthroats, brawlers, and thieves who had once pledged themselves to Dolph Saunders, began to shuffle uncertainly. He could feel their panic rising, sensed that they all understood a new order had begun. And then he watched as, one by one, they began to kneel.






A DIFFERENT CITY

1902—The Bowery

Viola Vaccarelli eyed the darkened entrance to the stables from the mouth of the alleyway where she stood waiting in the shadows with Jianyu. Though she itched to charge in and just begin already, they couldn’t risk being reckless. Ever since the events at the Flatiron Building a few weeks before, the city had been simmering. It seemed that every faction in the city had used the night of the Manhattan Solstice to tighten their control or increase their power.

Tammany had taken the Five Pointers’ open warfare on the Order and the deadly attack on the plaza near Madison Square as a sign of the Order’s weakness. In response, they’d increased the police presence throughout the city, and especially in the Bowery, to show who was truly in charge. The city might not be burning, as it had after Khafre Hall, but Tammany’s police patrolled the poorest streets in the city with impunity, looking for any reason to bust open heads.

Having lost Tammany’s previous support and help, the Order hadn’t simply sat back to lick their wounds, as maybe they should have. Instead, they’d created patrols of their own and filled them with the roughest native-born men they could find. Viola knew their kind. She’d grown up with men like this all her life. Stronzi, tutti. The patrols were more than willing to turn their anger and hatred for the newest waves of immigrants into violence. When they weren’t making trouble with the police, they prowled through the poorest tenements, searching for the Order’s lost artifacts. It didn’t matter if some of the people they injured in their searches weren’t actually Mageus.

But the power struggle between Tammany and the Order wasn’t the only danger in the city. With Paolo’s absence, every gang was out for more territory… and for the blood of its rivals. The hole that Dolph Saunders’ death had left in the power structure of the Bowery back in March had become the center of a building hurricane. Rival gangs didn’t hesitate to take up weapons over the smallest slight. They were making ready for war.

To Viola’s irritation, Nibsy had managed to maintain his hold on the Strega and the Devil’s Own through his alignment with the Five Pointers. But as more of Dolph’s rivals circled, there was no telling who would finally claim the Bella Strega and the territory that came with it.

Something was coming, of that Viola was certain. She’d seen the streets churn with riots enough times before that she knew they would soon erupt again. It was only a matter of when and a question of what might set them off. But this deep into the night, the city was almost quiet. Its ever-present noise was now little more than a gentle hum in the background, and it was almost possible to imagine a different city. Almost. But not quite, not when she knew that there was still violence stirring beneath. That violence had brought them to this part of town in the depth of the night.

The stables themselves were on the eastern edge of the Bowery, a little ways from the docks and nestled between buildings that held factories and sweatshops—far enough away from the nearest tenement that no residents milled around the streets. Viola didn’t mistake the emptiness for safety, though.

“You’re sure they’ve brought him here?” she whispered, glancing at Jianyu.

He gave her a single, nearly imperceptible nod. “Earlier this evening, but long after the horses were all in for the night.”

Another Mageus had been taken up by the Order’s patrols. Another soul that would have otherwise been lost.

For the last few weeks, word of abductions had been finding their way to Jianyu. A father taken from his pushcart. A brother who never returned home from his shift at the factory. One of the worried family members would appear on the street corner near the basement apartment where the two of them were currently staying, out of place in the neighborhood and desperate enough to turn to the very people they considered traitors. Jianyu never hesitated to offer his help, and Viola never bothered to argue against it. To her thinking, there was enough pain and suffering in the city without her adding more.

She watched for another long minute, waiting for some evidence of what was happening inside the stables, listening for any sound that might tell them when to make their move. Impatience grated against her already raw nerves. But too early, and they’d all be in danger. Too late, and…

They couldn’t be too late.

Jianyu was already removing the bronze mirrors from his pockets, small disklike objects that helped him to focus his affinity and pull even the smallest strands of light out of the darkness. And it was dark. In this part of town, the shadows fell heavier than normal across the streets. Near the stables, the lamps hadn’t been lit for the evening. Another sign that Jianyu’s information wasn’t incorrect. The Order always preferred to do their dirty work under the cover of night.

“If you are ready?” Jianyu asked, his expression tense with the effort of holding on to the light.

Viola nodded and stepped closer to him, looping one of her arms around his lean waist so he could wrap her in his cloak of magic. Then, hidden from any who might be looking, the two of them moved quickly toward the stables. Using Libitina, Viola made short work of the lock, and once the door was open, they let themselves silently into the building.

The air inside was even warmer than the balmy summer night, thick and moist with the breath of horses and the scent of hay. At first the only sound inside the stable was the soft shuffling of hooves and the occasional snort from a nearby stall. But then she heard it, muffled in the distance—the low moaning of someone in pain.

She exchanged a silent, knowing glance with Jianyu, and he nodded. Together they moved through the stables, past sleeping horses, until they came to another door. Not the stables then, but the next building over.

Surprisingly, this doorway wasn’t secured. A bit of luck, but Viola did not relax. She kept her wits about her as she followed Jianyu into the narrow passage that ran between the two buildings. Another moan echoed in the darkness, but it was closer now. Jianyu sent her a silent look and nodded, before picking up their pace.

Finally, they came to the place where the passageway opened into a larger chamber. It was a factory of sorts. Large machines lurked in the shadowy gloom. In the center of the factory floor, four men stood above a boy who had been tied to a chair. Bruised and bloodied, Josef Salzer was barely recognizable from the beating, but the men—cowards that they were—clearly weren’t finished with him. Three looked to be common day laborers, and were nothing more than hired muscle. But the other was dressed in an expensive-looking suit.

Because the Order doesn’t trust their hired help. There was always one of their lower-level leccapiedi present, supervising without actually dirtying his hands. The Order’s men always asked the questions, and the hired muscle delivered the answers.

“Again,” the man in the suit said, his voice filled with bored indifference.

One of the larger men stepped forward and slammed his fist into the boy’s face, and Josef’s head ricocheted backward with such force that Viola nearly gasped. The Order’s man didn’t so much as flinch.

Viola sent her affinity out, sensing the heartbeats of every person in the room. Ready.

“Not yet,” Jianyu whispered close to her ear. “It has to look as though they’ve killed him.”

She swallowed down her hatred and her impatience. Jianyu was right. The Order could not know that Josef had survived. He looked a mess, but so far, the boy’s heart was still beating. He’d lost a lot of blood, but they weren’t yet close to killing him. He had a long way to go before death would offer any relief.

Josef let out a keening moan as his head rolled forward. Blood poured from his nose, staining the front of his torn shirt.

“It’s very simple, boy. You give us a name, and we let you walk out of here tonight,” the man in the suit said. He stood a few feet away, far enough not to be splattered. “Any name will do.”

“I told you… I don’t know anything,” Josef said slowly, haltingly through broken teeth and a blood-filled mouth.

“You worked for a man named Dolph Saunders,” the suited man said. “A gang boss who was responsible for attacking the Khafre Hall. Word is, you acted as a runner for him, delivering messages. You must know something.”

“Dolph’s dead,” Josef gasped, his chest heaving with the effort. “He’s been dead for months.”

“So you say,” the suited man said. He shrugged, as though it didn’t really matter. “Give us another name, then. You must know someone who was involved with the attacks. You must know who was loyal to him, who might have helped him. You give us their names, and we let you go. It’s as easy as that.”

It was never so easy, and from their previous experience with these late-night rescues, Viola knew that there was no chance of the boy ever walking away from this without Jianyu’s and her help. But still they waited. She kept her affinity close, ready to stop the boy’s words if it became necessary.

Josef’s chest heaved with the effort to draw breath. He could have ended his misery by now. He could have given a name—any name, whether real or fake, involved or innocent. Instead, he lifted his head and glared at the man in the suit through swollen eyes. Then, every line of his broken and battered body defiant, he spit a wad of blood and phlegm at the man. But it fell short of him, landing at his feet.

Incensed, the Order’s man lifted his fist.

“Now,” Jianyu whispered.

Viola didn’t have to be told twice. Without hesitation, she let her affinity flare and found the beating of Josef’s heart, the blood thundering erratically through his veins. She slowed the rush nearly to a stop.

The boy’s head flopped forward. His body went limp in the chair.

“What the—” The man in the suit froze, his fist still raised. When he realized the boy wasn’t moving, his arm fell and he let out a curse. Then he turned on the stocky men with bloodied fists. “I told you that I needed him alive.”

One of the larger, rough men thumbed at his nose. “You told us to make him bleed, and that’s what we did.”

“It ain’t our fault if he can’t hold his blood,” another of the bruisers laughed.

The laugh set the suited man on a tear. Suddenly, they were all arguing, shouting about payment and orders, but Viola didn’t care to listen. Her concentration was on the feel of her magic and the roaring in her ears as she focused on Josef’s blood, on the beating of his heart. Slowly, she allowed it to beat once more. Twice. Enough to keep him alive. Enough to make the men believe he was dead.

“Shit,” the suited man said. “We were close to breaking him. I could feel it.”

He was wrong, of course. They hadn’t been close, not when Josef Salzer had chosen to use what little strength he had to curse the men who could kill him. Now they wouldn’t have the chance.

“Dump him out back,” the suited man ordered. He tossed a pile of bills on the floor at the other men’s feet, and then, with another disgusted string of curses, he turned and left.

The men lunged for the money. When they’d sorted out their shares, they passed around a flask and laughed about how easily they’d broken the boy. But eventually they got to work dealing with the body. There were saloons to visit and women to find waiting for them in the night.

Only when the men finally cut Josef from the chair and carried him, still unconcious, out the back of the factory did she and Jianyu move, following silently as one. Hidden in the threads of Jianyu’s affinity.

The men dumped Josef in the alleyway behind the factory. They didn’t even bother to hide the body or cover their tracks. Why should they? No one would care about another piece of the Bowery’s trash, dead in the gutter. And for those who did care? Josef’s body only served as a warning for what could come for them as well.

Viola’s jaw ached from clenching it all evening. She thought for sure her molars would crack from the pressure one of these nights, from the strength it took to keep her temper in check. The willpower it took not to let her affinity unfurl and kill them all.

When the coast was clear, she and Jianyu moved quickly. By the time they reached the boy, he was already sitting up, groggy and disoriented from the beating and from her magic. He wouldn’t be able to walk on his own, she realized. One of his legs had been broken. She could help with that, once they were safe, once he was back in the arms of his mother, Golde.

But when Josef saw who was standing over him, it wasn’t relief that crossed his face. It never was. His eyes widened, and he tried to back away. Thanks to the poisonous lies Nibsy had spread throughout the Bowery, Josef Salzer believed they were the traitors.

With a sigh, Viola sent out her affinity again, pulled on his heartbeat softly, just enough that he passed out once more.

“It’s always the same,” she muttered, helping Jianyu to support the boy’s weight between the two of them. “Always the hate.”

“The understanding comes later,” Jianyu reminded her. “Golde will explain. She will make him understand.”

“She’d better,” Viola muttered. The summer’s sultry heat had her sweating through her dress from the effort of dragging the boy through the streets. They had not expected a second building, so they had farther to go than they had planned.

“She will,” Jianyu assured her.

“And then what?” Viola asked. She stopped short, suddenly exhausted beyond reason. It had already been weeks of this. Weeks and weeks of midnight rescues to save the lives of those who believed them to be villains. Weeks of never knowing when the Order and their men would come for them as well. All in the midst of a city on the verge of exploding.

And who would rescue her if that happened? Who would rescue Jianyu? After all they’d done, after all the lives they’d tried to save, who among the Devil’s Own would risk their lives to save the two of them?

No one. She and Jianyu were on their own. Even with souls under their protection, even with life upon life owed to them, they were alone.

With Josef slung between them and the danger of the Conclave marching closer, Viola finally voiced the fear that she knew they both held silently in their hearts: “What if they never return?”

Jianyu didn’t bother to ask who she was referring to. They did not often speak of Esta and Harte, but the Thief and the Magician were always there, a silent absence between them. “Then it becomes even more important to carry on,” Jianyu said. “We do what we have always intended. We protect those we can protect. And we stop Nibsy and the Order from building any more power.”

“How?” Viola asked, glancing at him. “Each week brings a new riot in the streets, a new victim to rescue. The Order will not stop searching for their treasures. They will not stop until every Mageus in this city has been damaged by their violence. And we don’t even have an artifact to show for all the danger we’re in.”

“We have the silver discs,” Jianyu said, urging her on. They still had quite a distance to cover before they reached the wagon waiting for them.

“Useless trinkets,” she grumbled.

“You know that is not true,” Jianyu told her. “You would not have taken them if they had not called to you with their power. Perhaps it is time to stop waiting for Darrigan and Esta to rescue us from our future. Perhaps it is time to begin searching for answers of our own.”

But the Order had just left the discs sitting there, out in the open. Unguarded. Unwatched. They could not possibly be so important. “What if there are no answers?”

In the distance, a dog barked, and then they heard the sound of shouting. The clattering of wagon wheels was growing closer. But between them, Josef Salzer was a deadweight, holding them down.

“Cela,” Viola said. She was waiting for them around the corner, without any protection.

“We have to go,” Jianyu told her. “We must get to her,” he said, pulling Josef and Viola onward. “And we must go now.”






ANOTHER MANHATTAN

1983—The Bridge

Esta felt her affinity waver as the icy warning of the Brink crashed over them, swelling until it had engulfed them both like a wave cresting over a seawall. The seconds suddenly felt sharp and dangerous, but she gripped them tighter, determined not to let them fly away from her as she dragged Harte onward.

She ran on instinct, their hands still clasped tightly and her breath coming hard, as she pushed through a thick wall of cold energy that seemed endless. The other enormous limestone tower of the Brooklyn Bridge was still fifty yards or more away, but it might as well have been fifty miles. Every step brought a fresh burst of pain as the seconds in the grasp of her affinity sharpened, twisting savagely to be free. Time felt like a live wire.

Suddenly, Esta felt Harte jerk out of the grip of her magic. She turned back to find him frozen with the rest of the world, his face contorted in a kind of desperate agony. This time she allowed the seconds to slip away from her, and as the world slammed back into motion and Harte was free, a wailing moan of sheer pain tore from his chest. She reached for him, but he pulled away.

“No!” His features contorted with another moan. “Don’t touch me!”

“Seshat?” she asked.

A grimace was her only answer.

Separate now, they ran. Dimly, Esta was aware of sirens screaming in the distance as they burst through the last few yards of dangerous energy. When they finally broke free of the Brink’s power, Harte tumbled to his knees, shivering in the shadows of the bridge’s towers. His chest heaved from the exertion of the run, and Esta understood he was shivering from something more than the cold. His hands were pressed over his ears, holding his head, as though trying desperately to keep himself together.

“The Quellant?” she asked, needing to touch him but knowing she couldn’t.

“Gone,” he said through gritted teeth. “She’s…” He groaned again, flinching from some unseen torture. “So angry. Can’t—” He doubled over again.

Desperate to help him, Esta pulled out the leather pouch Maggie had gifted her so many weeks before, the one filled with various magical concoctions. With half-frozen fingers, she fumbled open the clasp, but when she looked inside, she suddenly couldn’t breathe.

It’s gone. It’s all gone.

Everything inside the pouch had turned to powdery ash. The wind gusted, as if on cue, and she tried to clasp the pouch closed again to protect what was left. But she knew already that it was pointless. The incendiaries and Flash and Bangs—and most important of all, the Quellant—were gone. The Brink had taken everything. Incinerated all of it with its terrible power.

On her arm, her cuff felt icy hot, and she grasped the satchel that was slung diagonally against her chest. To her relief, the Book and the artifacts were still there. But without the Quellant…

Esta realized then that the sirens she’d been hearing for the last couple of minutes weren’t in the distance any longer. They were coming closer. Behind them on the bridge, she could still feel the warning of the Brink, a devastating cold over the chill of the winter air. Before her, the streets seemed more dangerous than they had been before. The air felt suddenly alive, as though the city itself knew they’d entered. As though it was angry with their trespass.

“We need to go,” she told Harte, her instincts prickling. The sirens were even louder now. They couldn’t be found there, trapped on the bridge with the Brink behind them and no way to retreat. “Can you walk?”

Harte nodded, but from the agony in his eyes and the way he held himself stiff and hunched against the pain, she wasn’t sure she believed him. But she couldn’t help him, either. She couldn’t even touch him without the Quellant to hold back Seshat.

Luckily, he was able to pull himself to his feet, and on unsteady legs he moved, lurching and stumbling next to her as they hurried along the remaining span of the bridge. They slipped and slid through the filthy slush covering the long, sloping walkway that led to the park where City Hall waited, white and sepulchral, in the snowy night. Even wearing the jacket Harte had given her, she wasn’t dressed for the cold, and with the thin leather of her soles already soaked through, she could no longer feel her toes. But the cold that chilled her to the core was more than the weather. The echoing reminder of the Brink’s energy still vibrated through her, a warning of what would happen to her affinity—to her very self—if ever she tried to leave the city again.

But somehow none of that mattered—not the slushy snow nor the ache in her frozen toes. Not even the unsettled fear that clung to her bones as sirens drew closer. All that mattered was Harte. Stumbling along beside her, he gasped and shook with each step, but he hadn’t given up.

She had to get them somewhere safe. Off the bridge. Out of sight.

Esta led the way around the park that skirted City Hall, trying to make sense of the way this version of the city was different from the one she had known as a child. So much was the same—the height of the buildings and the lights and the speed and the noise of it—but this New York, modern though it seemed, wasn’t hers. This city was somehow louder and dirtier. The scent of diesel smoke was heavy in the air, and trash and debris lined the streets, piled up alongside the homeless who’d made their beds beneath makeshift tents in the snowy park.

Harte tried to keep pace beside her, but he was struggling. By the time they reached the sidewalk in front of City Hall, he was breathing hard through clenched teeth. Without warning, he stopped and curled over, grabbing his head again. His whole expression twisted in pain.

“Harte?” Esta stepped toward him, but he flinched away, and when he finally uncurled himself, finally looked up at her, she saw a too-familiar darkness bleeding into the gray of his irises.

She’d made an agreement with Seshat. She’d killed Jack and destroyed Thoth along with him in exchange for Harte’s life, but it was clear the goddess had decided not to uphold her side of their bargain.

“Just hold on a little longer,” Esta told him, wishing she could do more as she tried to decide where to go. She wanted more than anything to put her arms around him, to keep him from flying apart, but she knew that without the Quellant, she couldn’t take the risk.

The flashing red of police lights lit the buildings around them now as the squeal of tires tore through the night. A half dozen bright blue cars with glinting chrome fenders skidded to a stop near the mouth of the bridge, blocking the entrance to the walkway where they had just been.

“We have to keep moving,” she told Harte. The police showing up like they had couldn’t be a coincidence, even if she didn’t understand how they could have known about their arrival. The Brink hadn’t ever been monitored as far as she knew. But who was to say how much their movements through the past had changed this present? Who was to say what dangers waited in this version of the time line?

Harte was still huddled over, doubled into himself.

“We have to go. Now.” In a few minutes those cops would be out of those cars and would start to fan out. They were clearly looking for something—for someone—and they would see the path the two of them had made through the snow. If they didn’t get away before then, there would be no way to explain what she and Harte were doing in the nearly empty park in the middle of the night, coatless and dressed in clothing decades out of style.

The two of them scuttled along behind a row of newspaper boxes covered in graffiti, careful to avoid being seen. Half the windows had been busted out of the few boxes that were still standing. They had to keep moving, but with the police surrounding the area now, their only real choice was to go underground.

The Brooklyn Bridge subway station didn’t look that different from the way it had looked in her own time. It still welcomed them with the same mechanical staleness the air underground always carried, that dust-laced scent of machines layered with the strong ammonia reek of urine. But at least the platform was protected from the icy wind and free from snow. At least they were out of sight.

Luckily, the station was mostly empty. A group of three guys in heavy coats huddled together on the far end of the platform. Even from a distance they looked completely strung out.

When Harte groaned again, grabbing at his head, they glanced up from whatever they were dealing, but a second later they turned back to their huddle. Uninterested.

She couldn’t hear the sirens anymore, but that didn’t put her at ease. She had no idea what was happening aboveground. Still, no one had followed them. At least not yet. Eventually someone would track them down. They had to get on a train, and fast.

Esta looked up. The station clock had been busted open, its hands removed, and its face obscured by graffiti, so she wasn’t even sure what time it was. Late, by the emptiness of the streets and the platform, but this wasn’t her New York. There were no digital readouts to tell her the schedule. There was nothing they could do but wait and hope that the next train would arrive before the police found them.

Harte crouched down, hunching against the peeling paint of the iron column in the center of the narrow cement platform. He was rocking a little, still moaning to himself, but at least the guys at the other end of the station didn’t seem to notice or care. Just another junkie, as far as they knew.

“Is there anything I can do?” She crouched down next to him, wanting more than anything to brush the hair back from his pale, damp forehead. “Anything that would help?”

He shook his head, his teeth still gritted. “Stay back.” His lips pressed together, like he was steeling himself against the next wave of whatever pain Seshat was inflicting. “Please. It makes it worse… when you’re close. She’s so angry. Wants you. So badly.” He grimaced again. “She keeps screaming about Thoth. How she wants to destroy him.”

It didn’t make sense. “Thoth’s gone. I took care of him when I killed Jack.”

“Tell that to Seshat,” Harte groaned. He looked even more wan in the yellowish glow from the fluorescent lights overhead.

The squeal of an arriving train echoed through the tunnels before Esta could reply.

Harte flinched, clamping his hands more tightly over his ears at the sound of screeching brakes as the train slid into the station. The litter along the edges of the platform fluttered in the gust of air the train brought with it.

The cars were boxier than the ones Esta had grown up riding, and the entire train was covered completely in graffiti, including the windows, so she couldn’t see inside. She had no idea how many people might be riding or what might be waiting, but when the doors lurched open, no one exited. A disembodied voice echoed through the dimly lit station, instructing everyone to disembark. It was the last stop on the line.

Esta clenched her jaw in frustration at the worthless train. They couldn’t just sit here waiting. Soon, the cops outside would start searching farther from the bridge. Soon enough, they’d search the station. But considering how late it was? She didn’t know how long it would be before another train came along—

And then she realized which train it was.

“Come on,” she told Harte, pulling him up by his sleeve-covered arm.

Clearly in too much pain to argue and too weak to pull away, he allowed her to drag him onto the train, but the second they were aboard, he seemed to realize how close she was and pulled away again. She understood why, but the rejection still stung as she took a seat in the row closest to the back door of the car. Harte took the bench opposite, making sure to keep his distance.

He flinched again, like another volley of pain had just shot through him. “I can’t…,” he whispered. “Too much…” He rocked as he spoke to himself—or to Seshat. She couldn’t hear him enough to be sure.

Esta willed the doors to close before anyone else arrived or tried to board, but she didn’t let go of the breath she was holding until the train started to lurch forward slowly, not gathering much speed as it left the station. Harte didn’t seem to notice. The rocking had stopped, and now he seemed suddenly too still, hunched as he was against the filthy wall of the train, his eyes closed and his mouth in a pained line.

“Just a little longer,” she told him.

He grimaced in response, turning away from her.

The inside of the subway car was as covered in graffiti as the outside, and there was trash collecting beneath the seats. Subway cars in general weren’t exactly the cleanest places in the city even in her own time, but this was something else. She’d seen pictures of the city before it was cleaned up back in the 1990s, but she hadn’t spent much time in the eighties. The oddness of a city so similar to her own—and yet so different—was unsettling. As the train began to move, a bent syringe rolled to a stop against Esta’s foot. She kicked it away.

The train swayed as it started to curve around the next bend, and Esta realized they needed to move. If they missed their chance, she was out of ideas. It was this or nothing.

She stood, bracing herself against the movement in the same way she had her whole life. It steadied her a little, the familiarity of the train’s movement beneath her, lurching and swaying. Harte was huddled against the filthy window, his hands over his ears, as if he were trying to hold his head together.

“Let’s go, Harte,” she said as the train lurched again. She stood and made her way to the door at the end of the car and flung it open, but when she turned back, Esta realized Harte hadn’t followed her. He was still curled in the corner of the seat, still grimacing and half-delirious from the pain.






JUST A LITTLE LONGER

1983—Lower Manhattan

Harte heard Esta calling him as if from a distance. It was hard to hear anything over the storm raging inside him. The instant they’d crossed the Brink and the Quellant burned away, Seshat had begun railing against him, swelling and clawing and pushing at the boundary between them. It felt as though his skin might split open if he didn’t concentrate on keeping himself together.

He thought he had understood. He thought he’d felt the true extent of Seshat’s affinity before. But this was different. Now he understood exactly why Thoth had wanted her magic. She was a force. More than a force. She was power and its antithesis. Even ancient and disembodied and half-broken by Thoth’s betrayal, Seshat’s magic was a living, breathing thing. Her power was astounding, impossible. Holding her back felt like he was trying to hold on to lightning.

Worse, Seshat wanted Esta more than ever.

Harte was only half-aware of where they were, and he had no idea where they were going. But he didn’t think he could last much longer against Seshat’s onslaught, not when he felt utterly decimated by her wrath.

You cannot stop me. I will take all that she is, all that she contains, and tear it from the world.

“No,” he said, struggling to hold himself back—to hold Seshat back.

“Harte?” Esta was standing in an open doorway. Her short hair was a wild riot around her face in the gusting wind.

He could hear and see her, but he couldn’t respond. All of his focus was on Seshat, pushing her back. On holding her down. Just a little longer.

Yes. Go to her, Seshat commanded, her power swelling within until he was on his feet. He couldn’t stop his back from arching as she pressed and clawed at him. He could not stop himself from moving steadily toward the open door, toward Esta.

She had no idea the danger she was in.

Esta let the door slide closed and approached him, grabbing him by his sleeve. Seshat roared in triumph as Harte tried to pull away, but Esta was determined.

“We have to go. It’s time,” she told him, dragging him toward the door of the train again. “I just need you to hold on for a little longer.”

Just a little longer. But Harte wasn’t sure that he could. The pain of Seshat’s power churned within him. The agony of what she was doing inside his skin. She was raging about Thoth. Screaming with a voice that could shatter his sanity.

Oh god, it’s too much. He couldn’t hold on. Needed it to end. Because this power, the immenseness of all that Seshat was and all that she could do wasn’t something he could live through much longer.

He had to protect Esta. He had to keep her safe from the terror beneath his skin.

They were on the platform at the back of the train car now, but the wind whipping at his hair was nothing compared to Seshat’s fury, and the darkness of the tunnel was nothing compared to the living, terrifying darkness roiling inside him. The walls of the tunnel slid past at a dizzying speed, and he understood what he had to do. He saw how easily he could end everything. The train was certainly going fast enough, and Esta wouldn’t be able to stop him—she knew that she couldn’t touch him while Seshat writhed beneath his skin.

Esta was still talking, but Harte could not understand what she was saying. He was too focused on keeping Seshat back. Too focused on the agony of feeling the goddess raging within him. She could not be allowed to touch Esta. He would keep Esta safe. If he could do nothing else, he’d keep Seshat from destroying her. And from destroying the world.

Esta was holding on to the metal railing, unhooking the metal chains that kept people safely on the platform at the end of the car. Then she turned back to him, and he saw the fear in her expression and knew what she must see in his own.

“Harte,” she said, her voice coming to him from a distance. It felt as though he were locked tight in a watery box, with the noise of the audience far off. “It’s going to be okay. You can do this.”

She understands. The relief was almost enough to break Seshat’s hold on him.

He’d been fighting for so long because he couldn’t bear to leave Esta, but now the time had come. He saw it in her eyes, that she knew what had to happen, what needed to be done. He moved toward the edge of the platform as Seshat raged more violently. He wouldn’t have thought that was possible, but he should have known better. Every time he thought he understood what she was capable of, the ancient power surprised him with still more.

His hands curled on the railing, wishing there were some other answer. But there wasn’t. Even Esta understood that now.

The air around him felt warmer than it should have somehow, thicker too, like the dust and mold and smoke from the ages of trains passing through had lingered on.

Esta was talking again, and Harte watched her mouth move without hearing her. He wanted to kiss her just once more, but that was impossible—far too much a risk when Seshat was so close to the surface now. But while Harte couldn’t make out what she was saying, he understood. This was the end.

He held up a hand, wishing he could touch her. With the goddess railing inside him, it took every ounce of his strength to force out the words he needed her to hear. “You… are not negotiable. Never have been.” He grimaced against the power thrashing inside him. “Not for me.”

Her eyes went wide, and the sudden terror there surprised him, but only distantly. Even as he backed away from her, she was trying to tell him something, her mouth moving excitedly and her eyes bright with fear.

“It’s okay,” he said, taking another step toward the edge of the small platform on the rear of the car. “I’ll be okay.”

“No!” He didn’t need to hear her voice to know what she was saying, but he was already turning, already preparing himself, even as Seshat roared and wailed.

He closed his eyes, wishing he were braver, wishing he could go to his death without so many regrets. He took one last deep breath, hating that it reeked of the filth in the tunnel, and then he released his hold on the train rail and fell.






NOT EVER AGAIN

1983—Under the City

As the train screamed around the bend in the tunnel, Esta held on to the cold metal railing at the back of the car and promised herself that if they made it through the next few minutes, she would kill Harte Darrigan herself.
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