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            PROLOGUE

          

          WALTER IS LATE FOR DINNER

        

      

    

    
      October 9, 1951

      The wind outside Walter Franklin’s Jaguar Mark VII shrieked as the speedometer needle edged toward 120 miles per hour.

      He was late.

      Not just late. Too late. Egregiously late. The kind of late that earned nights on the couch and a month of never hearing the end of it.

      Again.

      Damn it.

      Gritting his teeth, Walter leaned forward in his seat as if sheer will might push the car faster, eyes locked on the stretch of Bayshore Freeway ahead. The city lights bled together in streaks of gold and white, distorted by speed and the low hum of the Jaguar’s crystal-powered engine.

      Brake lights flashed as a pair of delivery trucks, crawling along at a pace that felt personally insulting, blocked both lanes ahead.

      Damn it!

      The Jaguar shuddered beneath him, its newly installed CN power crystals humming as he closed the distance, getting near enough to read the red Blazeon logo on the back of the left-lane truck, and he leaned on his horn to signal he needed to pass.

      Instead, the right-lane truck crept forward. He shifted behind it, and the damned left one surged ahead, cutting him off.

      His grip tightened on the wheel. These sons of bitches were doing this on purpose. They had to be. They were probably damned mythics who couldn’t get an actual job, getting their kicks by screwing with honest, hardworking humans trying to go home to their families.

      “Unbelievable.” He jerked the wheel, shifting behind the right truck as it inched ahead. Just as the left sped forward, blocking him again.

      Gods damn it!

      Walter’s hold tightened on the steering wheel until the leather creaked.

      Without taking his eyes off the road, he pulled his cigarette case from his jacket, slipped one between his lips, and flicked his thumb. A small flame danced to life at his fingertip. He leaned into it, lighting the cigarette in one practiced motion. The spark faded as quickly as it came, leaving a faint numbness in his fingers.

      Shaking out his hand, he took a long drag, exhaling a plume that filled the car. With another curse, he cracked the window, the cold air tearing the smoke and quiet away.

      It wasn’t fair. Evelyn knew how important his work was. When Lloyd Pembock, fresh-faced API board member and Cloud Nine golden boy, had flown out to Missouri to offer him the director role at the American Power Institute’s Super Magnetron Testing Center, it was she who’d convinced Walter to take the job.

      To pack up their lives. To leave everything behind. To join the throngs heading west to the megacorporation’s gleaming, fast-growing haven of San Francisco.

      And now this was how she repaid him? With a slow, torturous death by a thousand pointed remarks.

      He was the father of pneuma-tachyon wave calibration theory, for Nine’s sake!

      Other backward-looking, anachronistic researchers wasted time and hard-earned grant money making spells easier through glyphs and sigils. His work, applying scientific principles like microwave calibration to spellcasting, was literally changing the world.

      Yet she insisted on clinging to sappy, new-age rituals like Tuesday family dinner nights. If she wanted him home on time, then why insist on living in the city? He’d never be late if they lived closer to the API campus. He’d said that. Repeatedly.

      This wasn’t his fault. This was her fault.

      Johnny’s face flashed in his mind. Disappointed. Quiet.

      Sure, Walt. And all those promises you broke over the years? How do they fit into this fantasy? Who’s to blame for them?

      The right-lane truck pulled ahead, creating just enough space. Walter slammed the pedal to the floor. The Jaguar’s power crystals whirred as he shot for the opening. The thunderous blare of the truck’s horn nearly caused him to lose control, but he yanked the wheel left, squeezing through the narrow window and onto the clear highway.

      Heart pounding, he grinned as he kept the pedal floored and roared ahead, watching the trucks’ headlights shrink into the distance.

      “Eat dust, assholes!”

      His eyes flicked to the clock on the dashboard, and his grin vanished.

      It hadn’t always been like this. The job at API had thrust him into the rarefied air of magi-tech’s elite, launching him and Evelyn into a world both dazzling and alien. They’d attended galas, rubbed elbows with the country’s elite, real movers and shakers.

      The glamour, the prestige. It had been intoxicating.

      And all it cost, he thought, keeping his foot firmly pressed on the gas, was your family.

      Another damned truck slowed in front of him at the worst possible moment. His tires screeched as he slammed the brakes.

      With the new position came new demands. API wasn’t just a research institute. It was a business. And like any business under Cloud Nine, it demanded results. Deliverables. Performance.

      If Walter wanted to keep his team employed, he had to deliver. Long hours at the lab turned into longer nights. Over time, a wedge formed between him and Evelyn. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t meet her expectations and the board’s demands. The wedge became a wall.

      Desperate for balance, he’d hired Malcolm as an assistant. A shiver crept its way down Walter’s spine. Malcolm had been brilliant. Driven. Loyal. Walter had mentored him, come to rely on him. Long hours in the lab, bound by the interests of the Cloud Nine board, and united by the dream of shaping the future, they grew close.

      One night, they took a break. Had dinner. Drank too much. And things just sort of happened.

      The first package arrived a few months into the affair.

      It contained photographs. Damning ones. Images that wouldn’t just destroy his marriage and end his career; they’d guarantee his arrest.

      What followed was a week of paranoid dread, waiting for the other shoe to drop. For someone to show up at his door, at the lab, and speak the words that would collapse his world. But the week passed.

      Then two.

      Then three.

      And Walter began to hope.

      Maybe, whoever sent the photos had reconsidered. Maybe, they got bored. Maybe, it wasn’t worth the trouble. Maybe, just maybe, he’d imagined the whole thing.

      In that lull, he ended things with Malcolm, focused on doing right by Evelyn and Johnathan, and even promised to be home more often. He surprised them with a trip to Hawaii. They laughed, played. It was like old times. Like they were a family again.

      Until, just over two months after the blackmail began, he returned to his office and found another envelope waiting on his desk.

      That night, he spoke with Mr. Jones for the first time. The message was simple: hand over his findings, along with any other confidential API materials, via a designated route. In return, he could keep his life.

      He made his first drop that evening.

      From that day on, his life became a cycle of sporadic demands followed by long, unsettling silences, always waiting for the next contact. Tonight’s delay came from yet another such errand, this one all the way in Oakland. The circuitous return route, as dictated by the instructions, only added to his tardiness.

      He finally reached his exit at Ninth Street and wove north along El Camino Real, climbing the hills toward Washington. From there, he turned west onto Jackson, the sprawl of the Western Addition shifting around him as he neared home.

      The familiar silhouette of their Edwardian house came into view. Nestled across from Alta Plaza Park, its warmly lit windows usually felt inviting.

      Tonight, they glared at him with disapproving judgment.

      He slowed the Jag as he approached.

      “What in all the hells?”

      A Mercedes-Benz blocked his spot on the driveway.

      Fuming, he circled the block and found a space near the park. Why was someone in his spot on his driveway?

      Glaring at the offending vehicle, he paused. He’d seen that car before. It was Frank Janoff’s.

      Why is⁠—

      Walter smacked his palm to his forehead.

      That’s right.

      Tonight wasn’t family dinner night. They’d changed plans. Evelyn had gone to the theater with the Janoffs. Esmerelda was watching Johnny.

      A lopsided smile tugged at Walter’s lips.

      He was off the hook.

      Practically skipping up the stairs, he basked in the house’s warm, welcoming glow. He stepped inside, missing the scattered mail at his feet until a large envelope crunched beneath his shoe.

      “Hi, honey,” he called, bending to pick it up.

      “Walter?” Evelyn responded from the next room. “Is that you?”

      Footsteps hurried toward him.

      “How was the show? Are Frank and Rose⁠—”

      “Where have you been?” she cut in, her voice sharp.

      Walter’s temper flared, but with the Janoffs hovering behind her like buzzards, he forced himself to stay calm.

      “I just got home. What’s⁠—”

      “Nobody’s here!” she snapped again. “The house was dark when we arrived.”

      Walter frowned. “What?” he said, more sharply now. “Dark? Where’s Esmerelda?”

      Evelyn shook her head. “That’s what I’m saying. I don’t know. There’s no one here.”

      A thought tugged at the back of his mind, but the panic in her voice shoved it aside.

      “How long have you been home?” he asked.

      “A few minutes ahead of you.”

      “A few minutes,” he repeated, a small smile touching his lips.

      He glanced at Frank Janoff, who returned the look. They could say the Great Revelation had closed the gap between the sexes all they wanted, but the dramatic tendencies of the fairer sex still reared their heads now and again.

      “So how are you sure no one’s home, dear? The lights were on upstairs. They’re probably up there. You know how Johnny likes to play before bedtime.” He kissed the top of her head. “Why don’t you check while I pour us some drinks? I want to hear all about the show.”

      Evelyn hesitated, her cheeks coloring, before she nodded.

      “Yes, all right,” she said, turning toward the stairs.

      Walter chuckled as he moved to the wet bar, setting the mail on the counter.

      “Who wants a brandy?” he asked, eyes drifting to the large envelope he’d stepped on earlier.

      It had no postage and no return address. Just the words “To the parents of Johnny Franklin” scrawled in blocky letters.

      That’s odd, he thought, and flipped it open.

      Inside was a note, a scrap of fabric that reminded Walter of one of Johnny’s school ties…and a lock of dark brown hair.

      He frowned, and his gaze dropped to the note. The same handwriting read:

      We have your son. If you want him back, you will do everything you are told. We’ll be in touch.

      Walter blinked as the bottom dropped out of his stomach.

      The words were simple.

      But they made no sense.

      What? Have your son?

      His mouth opened, but no sound came. It was suddenly hard to breathe.

      But Johnny was upstairs…

      Then footsteps thudded overhead.

      Evelyn screamed.

      And everything fractured.
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        “FIVE-MINUTE NEWS WITH CHARLIE PULCHER”

        KCNBC Radio Transcript

        October 12, 1951
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        WILCOX (0:15)

        [MUSIC CUE: Five Minute News jingle]

        I’m Ted Wilcox, and this program is brought to you by the Cloud Nine Corporation—America’s number-one thaumaturgical provider. Remember, folks, from ancient alchemical elixirs to the latest in magi-tech innovation, you’re doin’ fine with Cloud Nine!

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:25)

        [MUSIC CUE: Heroic bed] [SFX CUE: Marching]

        UN troops, led by the U.S. 2nd Marine Division and the 72nd Armored, continue to slug it out with entrenched commie forces on Heartbreak Ridge. Armed with alchemical stimulants and dug into bunkers fortified by Chinese wards, the Reds vow to fight to the last man, forcing our GIs to scrape and claw for every inch. Today marks nearly a month of relentless combat north of the 38th parallel, prompting the million-dollar question: When will it end?

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:25)

        [SFX CUE: Airplane flyby]

        The battle isn’t confined to the ground. The skies erupted in a red-hot clash today when twenty-five Korean MIGs engaged twenty of our Excalibur-class fighters in a high-stakes dogfight. Thanks to superior American magi-tech, the Reds were left licking their wounds. With three jets downed and six more damaged, our flyers came through unscathed. Way to give ’em hell, boys!

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:25)

        A lone enemy bomber slipped through the Air Force’s sky blockade outside Seoul. Fortunately, newly installed power turrets zapped the bird before it could drop its deadly payload. The incident has folks wondering: Are the Communists gearing up to throw a major air punch at the United Nations? Only time will tell.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:05)

        I’ll be right back after this message from the Cloud Nine Corporation.

      

      

      
        
        COMMERCIAL BREAK (0:55)

        CLOUD NINE SPOKESPERSON:

        Greetings, friends!

        This is your Cloud Nine family representative with a deal that’s sure to knock your socks off. At the Cloud Nine Corporation, we have a long-standing tradition of bringing magic to the masses, given to us by our founders, the Nine themselves. It’s why we’re the world’s number-one thaumaturgical provider.

        You may have heard Cloud Nine is turning eighty this year. To celebrate our big eight-oh, I’m excited to announce the Eighty Cent Sale!

        Flip open the latest editions of The Saturday Evening Post, Life, Look, Collier’s, and The Farm Journal to find all the details. Starting October 19, you can snag 199 guaranteed Cloud Nine products—two for the price of one, plus 80 cents. And that’s not all! We’ve got forty-nine luxury items priced so low, you’d swear we conjured them! Be sure to check out this bargain-filled ad in The Saturday Evening Post, Life, Look, Collier’s, and The Farm Journal.

        And remember, you’re doin’ fine with Cloud Nine!

      

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:50)

        [MUSIC CUE: Somber bed]

        It’s been forty-five years since President Theodore Roosevelt signed the controversial Magical Citizens Bill, granting all Mythics—humanoid or not—the right to apply for citizenship with proof of two generations of American heritage. Yet the debate rages on.

        [SFX CUE: Arguing crowd walla] [SFX CUE: Gavel strike]

        Senator Joseph McCarthy has been banging the drum against Mythic rights, insisting the rapid influx of magical people threatens national security. The senator stated Commie spies are cozying up to Mythics to sabotage our country’s infrastructure while funneling secrets to their Red handlers, and is calling for both Congress and the Truman administration to empower the FBI to probe any Mythic deemed a potential threat. Meanwhile, Senator Margaret Chase Smith of Maine cautions that such scaremongering and witch hunts harm not just American Mythics, but all Americans.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:20)

        [SFX CUE: Interior crowd walla]

        The Federal Bureau of Narcotics has issued a report on the recent surge in illegal trafficking of the alchemical compound known as “Bliss.” The report states that one in twenty Americans has sampled the drug. As local authorities scramble to stem this crime wave, the burning question remains: Where did this mysterious hallucinogen come from?

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:25)

        It’s every parent’s worst nightmare come true. The Jonathan Franklin ransom case suffered a major setback today. With a blood sample from the scene, the FBI’s lead investigator, Agent Jordan Crane, located Johnny’s nanny, Esmerelda Fernandez, who had been missing since the night of the abduction. Miss Fernandez’s remains were discovered in the stomach of a great white shark in San Francisco Bay, leaving Hoover’s G-men’s next move murky at best.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:30)

        [MUSIC CUE: Big band celebration bed]

        October 1951 is shaping up to be a banner month for San Francisco. The city will host two major events: the NATO peace treaty signings—formally ending the war in the Pacific—and the first-ever Carnaval de Otoño, a week-long celebration culminating in a citywide Halloween extravaganza. A brief kerfuffle arose when delays in the treaty threatened to disrupt the festivities, but thanks to the concerted efforts of city officials and local business owners—led by millionaire philanthropist Hugh Lichten—the festival will proceed as planned.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:12)

        [MUSIC CUE: Happy Birthday]

        Finally, today marks the eightieth anniversary of the Great Revelation—the day the Nine shared the gift of magic with the world. From Washington to Moscow and everywhere in between, cities across the globe honor the men who, in an act of unprecedented selflessness, distributed their incredible discoveries and changed the world forever.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:03)

        I’m Charlie Pulcher, and that’s the news.

      

      

      
        
        WILCOX (0:10)

        [MUSIC CUE: Five Minute News jingle]

        Five-Minute News with Charlie Pulcher was brought to you by the Cloud Nine Corporation. Remember, folks: you’re doin’ fine when you choose Cloud Nine. I’m Ted Wilcox, and you’re listening to KCNBC—the station that brings you Amos ’n’ Andy and The Jack Benny Program. Now ride out with us to the Badlands with The Lone Ranger!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          WHISKEY GOES FISHING

        

      

    

    
      October 12, 1951

      They didn’t build the SFPD’s magi-tech surveillance vehicle for comfort.

      The compact truck—affectionately dubbed Maggy by the guys in the motor pool—barely fit two cramped workstations and a utilitarian bench seat. Yet somehow Terrance Gordon, built like a frog with a bulbous middle and spindly limbs, fit the space as if it had been custom made for him.

      “Did you hear they might integrate dwimmers and humans in the same schools?” he asked, using the stainless-steel monitoring console as a makeshift mirror to check the height of his mousy brown pompadour.

      His hairline would’ve receded years ago if not for regular doses of Rex-All’s Luster and Shine Regrowth Tincture. The cheaper alternative to the Cloud Nine brand left his hair limp as wet noodles, but it was half the price, damn it.

      Beside him, Amos Sadie glanced up from the device he was working on.

      “Is that such a big deal?” he asked, adjusting his glasses. In Maggy’s tight confines, it looked like someone had crammed a six-foot scarecrow into a four-foot crate.

      Gordon stared at his partner like he’d grown a second head. “Of course it’s a big deal!”

      “You don’t even have kids, Terry.”

      “Yeah, but someday I might, Amos. And I sure as all the hells don’t want some liberal nut job teaching my future offspring that dwimmers are the same as them! What if some dirty little dwimlet tries to get into my daughter’s pants? I’d rather eat a bullet than have some tainted half-breed mongrel crawling on my lap and calling me Pawpaw!”

      “Mythics,” Sadie said, emphasizing the word, “are people too, Terry.”

      Gordon chuckled. “Right. Sure, Amos. You’re as bad as those bleeding-heart lefties in Washington.” He turned to the third man in the truck. “You’ve got kids, right, Al? Where do you stand on all this?”

      Seated on the bench along the truck’s side, Lieutenant Alfred Dunn knew better than to engage in a debate with the squabbling magi-tech specialists and didn’t look up from his newspaper.

      Gordon’s jowls tightened, but as Dunn hoped, he let it go.

      Instead, he muttered under his breath, “How they ever let dwimmers mix with civilized humans, I’ll never know. I sure as hell didn’t vote for it.”

      Sadie set down the device and turned to Gordon. “Where would you have them go, Terry?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, Amos,” Gordon said. “Anywhere’s better than here. How about back under the rocks they crawled from?”

      Before Sadie could respond, the partition to the driver’s cab slid open, revealing a large half-orc in police blues. Small tusks jutted from his lower jaw, and the glare he directed at Gordon made it clear he’d overheard every word.

      “Lieutenant,” said the cop, his voice a low rumble. “He’s coming.”

      Dunn folded his paper and checked his watch. “Good. Let’s get ready to move.”

      He pushed open the rear doors, and a blast of fog-chilled air swept into the truck.

      Gordon checked his own watch. “Five past? He’s late.”

      Sadie rolled his eyes. “The meeting’s set for fifteen past.”

      “Yeah, well, I was always taught if you’re not fifteen minutes early, you’re late.”

      “The man’s record speaks for itself, Terry.”

      “Pff,” Gordon scoffed. “He’s a crackpot, and you know it, Amos. Why else would he cozy up to those fish freaks? Makes you wonder where his allegiances really lie. And who in their right mind goes about calling themselves Whiskey?”

      Ignoring the bickering duo, Dunn peered into the mist. Amber streetlights cast long shadows that danced in the gloom like living things. And through the fog, sauntering as if it were his natural element, emerged a man.

      Kinichiro “Whiskey” Mononobe made for the truck’s open doors.

      With rugged, handsome features, he looked to be in his early to mid-thirties. At an even six feet, he stood taller than most Japanese men, and his sharp gray suit—complete with matching vest, white shirt, and black tie—fit flawlessly.

      He tipped his fedora as he reached the door, periwinkle eyes sweeping across each face inside.

      “Gentlemen,” he said without the faintest hint of an accent. “Apologies for the delay. I would’ve been here sooner, but I hit a snag crawling out from under my rock.”

      The truck fell silent. Only the soft hum of magi-tech equipment and the distant murmur of city traffic filtered through the fog, and Whiskey had to fight back a grin as he savored the men’s flabbergasted expressions.

      Men could be so easily knocked off their perches.

      All you needed was the right stick.

      From deep within his mind, Passenger chuckled.

      “Perfect,” it said. “Next, tell Gordon you’re enrolling in his daughter’s school.”

      Dunn smiled as he extended a hand. “Good to see you, Whiskey.”

      Whiskey took it and eased onto the seat beside him.

      The lieutenant knocked on the partition, and the truck lurched into motion.

      “Everything set?”

      Whiskey nodded. “Bernie needs this deal if he wants a seat on the council, so he’ll get us in to see Gilgamesh. But it’ll be up to you to sell the rest of the story. So I ask again—you’re sure you can handle this?”

      Dunn shrugged. “You don’t think I’m here instead of one of my inspectors because I like your company, do you?” He shifted slightly in his seat. “I’ve got more time undercover than the rest of my team put together. I understand the assignment. I’ll handle it.” He grinned. “And once Gilgamesh takes the bait, we’ll reel him in.”

      As he finished, Whiskey felt the faintest flicker of unease leak from the lieutenant’s aura.

      In his mind, Passenger groaned.

      “It’s fine,” Whiskey thought. “He should be scared. It means he’s taking the merrow seriously.”

      “Oh I don’t care about that,” Passenger said. “It’s just…fish puns?”

      Whiskey only just hid his smile. “You use puns all the time,” he thought.

      “Sure,” Passenger sniffed, “but I’m good at it.”

      Sadie turned, pulling Whiskey from his internal exchange as he held up a belt. “All right, Mr. Mononobe. Let’s get you situated. I’ll need one of your shoes and your belt for the trackers, please.”

      Whiskey raised a hand. “I’m sorry, Officer Sadie. No tech this time.”

      Sadie paused, belt still in hand, and Gordon’s chair squealed as he wrenched himself around.

      “N-no?” asked the former.

      “Why the hells not?” blurted the latter.

      Whiskey answered both with a small shrug. “Gilgamesh is too thorough.”

      Gordon snorted. “Too thorough? He’s a damned fish!”

      Keeping his expression carefully neutral, Whiskey nodded. “The merrow may have fallen on hard times, but make no mistake—if Gilgamesh suspects we’re not who we claim to be, all the work put into this operation will have been a waste of time.”

      He let that sink in for a moment before adding, “Also, you and I will likely meet a sudden, violent, and probably wet end.”

      “But without these devices,” Sadie said, frowning, “you’d be going in without a safety net. I strongly recommend⁠—”

      Gordon rounded on Dunn. “Are you seriously going to take the side of some hired goon over us, Al?”

      Whiskey sighed, and also turned to Dunn.

      “Lieutenant,” he said, “while the FBI assigned me to this case, don’t think for a moment I won’t walk away if you insist on doing something against my better judgment.”

      Dunn studied him for a beat, exhaled, and unbuckled his own belt. “Whiskey’s advice got us this far. We’re not deviating now.”

      Gordon’s cheeks flushed the color of a bruised tomato, but before he could say more, the truck eased to a stop, and the partition slid open.

      “We’re here, Lieutenant.”

      Dunn buckled his new, mundane belt and opened the door. “You can put it in your report, Terry.”

      “Count on it,” Gordon said, shooting Whiskey a glare as he followed Dunn out of the truck.

      “Hmm…” Passenger mused.

      “What is it?” Whiskey thought.

      “It was quick, but I thought I felt Gordon pulse something. Might’ve been satisfaction, though I’m not sure. Either way, the cretin’s a problem. It’d be so much easier if you’d⁠—”

      “No,” Whiskey cut in. “He’s not the Way.”

      The truck pulled away, leaving them alone in the heavy mist.

      “Ah, yes,” Passenger sighed. “Of course. How silly of me to not consider the Way.”

      Whiskey scanned the fog-shrouded landscape. Visibility stretched about thirty feet, edges blurred, details softened into vague suggestion, but it took little to see Bayview and Hunters Point were suffering.

      The Black and mythic populations of these neighborhoods bore the weight of systemic violence and slow decay. Survival in such an environment meant growing harder, wilder.

      Outside the rule of law.

      They followed the rhythmic thump of bop music down Rankin Street. The salty tang of the bay hung thick in the air. A faint fishy scent threaded through it, growing stronger as they neared the small dock where Bayside Bernie’s sat moored.

      The bar—an old riverboat converted into a music hall—rocked with the pulse of the crowd inside.

      At the gangplank, half-troll bouncers kept watch over a line of irritable patrons. Whiskey led Dunn straight to the front.

      One bouncer, recognition flickering in his eyes, gave them a cursory pat-down and waved them through.

      Inside, the band played hard. The packed dance floor swirled in chaotic motion. Bodies pressed close, sweat mingling with smoke and sound. The energy was a living echo of the fog they’d stepped out of, and a rare, genuine smile ghosted upon Whiskey’s lips as more than a hundred auras, thick with vulnerability, avarice, and lust, washed over him like a cool breeze on a perfect summer day.

      “Ahhh,” Passenger said. “That’s better.”

      Tempting as it was to linger, Whiskey drew a steadying breath and focused. The sensory storm dulled, pushed to the background.

      Passenger made a disappointed sound. “You can be such a killjoy sometimes. You know that?”

      Whiskey ignored the comment and scanned the crowd, spotting a man seated alone at the busy bar.

      Even if he hadn’t known who to look for, Bernard “Bernie” Sattari would’ve been hard to miss. His pumpkin-orange shirt, tailored gray suit, and impeccably groomed beard couldn’t hide the bulging eyes, sagging potbelly, or the glistening sheen of sweat coating his skin. Grayish eyes rolled beneath purplish lids as Whiskey approached, and a too-wide grin split Bernie’s enormous face.

      “Godgee!” he crooned.

      Whiskey forced a smile and leaned down to return the embrace. Bernie had meant to say Kaji, Whiskey’s alias, but his heavy accent and wet, phlegmy speech twisted the word. His English was good, though he had a habit of stumbling on the niceties of grammar. Particularly after a few drinks.

      “Good evening, Mr. Sattari.”

      “You’re early,” Bernie said, wagging a finger in his face. “As always.”

      Resisting the urge to snap the chubby digit clean off, Whiskey gestured to Dunn. “This is Mr. Fats. He’ll be representing his employer tonight.”

      Bernie’s bulging gaze slid over Dunn. “Hmm. Welgome to my glub, Mr. Fatz.”

      Dunn inclined his head. “How do you do, Mr. Sattari?”

      Bernie took a noisy slurp from his drink and revealed crooked, yellow teeth. “I do well, Mr. Fatz. And you…” He swept a hand toward the pulsing crowd. “You have a taste for the eggsclusive, yes? Why else would you gum to me?”

      Right on cue, the band launched into “Black Night,” by Charlie Brown. Bernie chuckled at his own joke.

      Dunn checked his watch dismissively.

      “Listen, Mr. Sattari. My employer is not a patient man. He’s prepared to compensate you, but I’m here to ensure you’re not wasting his time. Is that clear?”

      Bernie’s mirth faded. He looked at Whiskey, who shrugged.

      “Now,” Dunn continued, “it’s my understanding that nothing happens with the Asnan Hada without your uncle and the council’s approval. I’d like to speak with him. Immediately.”

      Bernie’s glare sharpened, but Dunn met it with unshaken indifference.

      After a tense beat, Bernie made a wet, puckering sound before downing the rest of his drink with a noisy gulp.

      “Very well, Mr. Fatz. Follow me.”

      “Well, well, well,” Passenger mused. “Looks like the lieutenant understands the number-one rule.”

      “Oh?” Whiskey thought, falling in behind Dunn. “And what’s that?”

      “There’s always a bigger fish. Which, by the way, is how you properly use a fish pun.”

      Bernie led them to a guarded door flanked by two hulking half-trolls.

      Once out of the club’s line of sight, he exhaled, and his skin began to ripple, shifting from pale flesh to slick, opalescent green.

      With a sickening squelch, his eyes bulged to the size of baseballs, then slid down the sides of his face. His jaw unhinged and stretched, warping into something between a piranha’s and a toad’s.

      His body spasmed, hunched and quivering, as fin-like protrusions fanned out where his hair had been. With a final shudder, gills flared behind his ears, spraying mucous across the hallway as the transformation completed.

      “Out of my way,” Bernie rasped, waving webbed fingers at the guards.

      They stepped aside, but when Whiskey followed, a thick arm blocked his path.

      “Wait here,” he said, and vanished through the door, leaving the guards as silent sentries.

      Whiskey leaned against the wall and exchanged a brief glance with Dunn. The lieutenant had played his part well. Now it was Bernie’s move.

      “All right, Passenger,” he thought, tipping his hat just enough to shadow his eyes. “Let’s listen.”

      And he triggered his second Gift. The Gift of Vigilance.

      His periwinkle eyes darkened to indigo as his senses sharpened, a brief wave of vertigo accompanying the sudden expansion of his awareness.

      Inside the club, “Sixty Minute Man,” by Billy Ward and the Dominoes, kicked on, but the music faded into background haze.

      Vigilance filtered out everything but what he chose to hear.

      At first, the voices were muffled, like listening through a thick pillow, but as Whiskey focused, Bernie’s voice began to clarify.

      “Ungle, where is gouncil? My guests are here, and they expegt⁠—”

      A sharp slap cut him off, followed by a yelp and a heavy thud.

      “I have sent council away,” said Gilgamesh, war chief of the Asnan Hada merrow.

      Where Bernie’s tone always carried a wet, slurred sluggishness, Gilgamesh’s voice rolled like the deep ocean.

      “They need not concern themselves with such trivial matters.”

      Whiskey caught the flicker of restrained anger pulsing through Bernie’s response.

      “T-trivial matters? My lord, alliance I brogered with LME, filth though they may be, has brought much-needed funds to our goffers. Their channels have tripled our traffigging reach, and Bliss supply is segond to⁠—”

      “And yet you betray that very alliance by arranging this meeting?” Gilgamesh interrupted. “Where is your sense of honor, nephew?”

      “I agt only in glan’s best interest,” Bernie protested.

      Gilgamesh scoffed. “You act as you always have—selfishly.”

      “Ungle, please! There’s almost no Bliss left in entire city. One deal and we’ll have enough to restore the glan’s prominence. If we gontrol produgt, we gontrol price. The gouncil understands this. That’s why they voted to gontinue⁠—”

      “And Schultz delivered freeze order personally, did he not?” Gilgamesh said, speaking over him. “Not to mention Angel of Death is in city. Are you so dim you can’t see what that means?”

      After a beat of hesitation passed, Bernie replied, “I do not fear them.”

      “Then you’re twice the fool I took you for. Politics, cops, business—they’re everywhere. I should send Schultz product you stole along with your empty head.”

      “The gouncil⁠—”

      “To the depths with council,” Gilgamesh snarled. “As war chief, clan’s safety is my only priority. And I will protect it, even from the council itself, if I must!”

      A stunned silence followed, likely Gilgamesh realizing what he’d just admitted in front of witnesses.

      Whiskey could practically hear Bernie purr with satisfaction.

      “My apologies, my lord,” he said smoothly. “I meant no disrespegt. While there’s no denying your authority as war chief, you do not speak for glan. That, as these fine warriors bearing witness gan attest, lies with gouncil.”

      He paused, no doubt wearing a gloating smile.

      “And though you may have misspogen—understandable, given your advancing age—war chief’s duty is not merely to provide safety, but to serve the glan’s will. And you—whose honor is beyond reproach—would never dream of undermining that. Right, Ungle?”

      Silence stretched long enough that Whiskey briefly feared he’d lost the connection.

      Finally Gilgamesh sighed.

      “Bring them in,” he said.

      Whiskey blinked, releasing Vigilance. The world tilted as his heightened senses collapsed back to their baseline. He wiped sweat from his forehead, steadying himself against the momentary dizziness.

      “We’re on,” he murmured to Dunn.

      The lieutenant drew a breath and gave a single nod.

      Now came the hard part.

      A moment later, Bernie returned. “This way, my friends.”

      As Whiskey stepped into the room, he was greeted by the glowing barrel of an enhanced Remington 870 pump-action shotgun. Its wielder, a hunched, leathery merrow, kept it trained on him while Bernie frisked him and Dunn again. Finding nothing, Bernie offered both men a serrated grin and nodded.

      “Follow me.”

      The room beyond was unnaturally cold. Plumes of steamy breath escaped the mouths of Whiskey and Dunn with every exhale. Heavy curtains choked the windows, sealing in the damp chill. Black mold crept along the walls, thick with the stench of rot. Dim yellow sconces cast long, distorted shadows, and dusty sheets draped the furniture, giving the space a haunted, cavernous feel.

      Bernie crossed the room and took his place behind Gilgamesh.

      The war chief sat at the room’s only uncovered table, flanked by two guards. To say he resembled his nephew was like saying a crawfish resembled a lobster. The similarity was there, but everything about Gilgamesh was bigger. Darker. More dangerous. His frame was packed with muscle. His presence radiated power, dominance, and control.

      “Kaji Akura,” he said, dark eyes locking onto Whiskey. “You bring man who seeks our business?” He lifted a brick of white powder, lips curling into something that might’ve been a smile. “You want what we have, yes? Blissss…”

      Whiskey gave a respectful nod. “Gilgamesh, Lord of the Depths, Slayer of Bahram the Mighty, Warlord of the Asnan Hada Clan, it is my honor to present the venerable Mr. Fats, empowered to negotiate purchase on behalf of his employer.”

      Dunn stepped forward. “Good evening, Gilgamesh. You’re correct. My employer is very interested in doing business.” He glanced around. “If you’ll convene the council, we can⁠—”

      Gilgamesh cut him off with a dismissive wave of his clawed hand. “Sweep them.”

      Dunn stiffened. “Again? They’ve already searched us twice.”

      Gilgamesh’s eyes locked onto him like twin cannons. “Then you not mind a third time, human.”

      “Now hold on a minute. If you think⁠—”

      Gilgamesh slammed a fist onto the arm of his chair. The sound of wood splitting echoed through the room. “No,” he said, low and dangerous.

      The merrow with the shotgun stepped forward.

      “You listen. I am Gilgamesh, overseer of Asnan Hada, protector of the council. If you wish to even breathe their hallowed air, then you will submit to my security protocols. Do you understand?”

      For a moment, the only sound was the muffled pulse of bop music bleeding in from the dance hall. The vein in Dunn’s temple twitched as he glared, but after a beat, he nodded in acquiescence.

      Gilgamesh’s grin widened. “Good.”

      A merrow holding a device shaped like a magnifying glass etched with glowing green runes stepped toward Whiskey. He raised his arms, allowing it to pass the device over him.

      “Oh dear,” Passenger tutted. “Dunn’s aura control slipped.”

      Whiskey glanced at Dunn.

      Normally, SFPD’s aura-defense training made their officers tough to read. But to someone like Whiskey—as attuned to emotional energy as he was to breathing—Dunn might as well have been screaming. Outwardly, the lieutenant looked composed. Inwardly, he was on the verge of panic.

      The merrow finished scanning Whiskey and nodded to Gilgamesh. The war chief returned the gesture, and the merrow turned toward the lieutenant.

      “There are several reasons he could be nervous,” Whiskey thought.

      “Sure,” Passenger replied. “And how many of those are good? My guess—not that it matters, but I’d be remiss not to point out yet another instance where I’m right—is Gordon talked him into planting another tracker. Which means you’ve got maybe seconds before this place turns into a kill box.”

      Whiskey frowned. “You don’t know that.”

      Passenger sighed. “Look at Gilgamesh, Kinichiro.” The war chief’s body was taut, coiled like a predator ready to strike. “He might not have aura senses, but he’s caught Dunn’s hesitation all the same. He smells blood in the water.” It sniffed imperiously, obviously pleased with itself. “Which, by the way, is still a better pun than that soon-to-be dead man made earlier.”

      Whiskey’s stomach tightened.

      He needed to act. Now.

      With a quiet sigh, he triggered his first Gift—the Gift of Passion—and unleashed his will on both Gilgamesh and Bernie.

      In an instant, the full strength of Whiskey’s power wrapped the two merrow in an invisible web of pure aura. Yet for all its force, his will remained subtle, as delicate as a kitsune’s smile. Outwardly, neither reacted, but the moment his Gift touched them, he felt Bernie’s defenses crumple, his will shattering on contact.

      Gilgamesh, unsurprisingly, held firm. Decades of unshakable authority fortified him, his presence rigid and immovable.

      Whiskey pivoted immediately, changing the shape of his attack. Threads of will unfurled like a pack of hunting wolves, probing, pressing, herding the war chief’s defenses toward a single exploitable weakness.

      “Fear won’t work,” Passenger noted. “He’s obviously brave.”

      “Right,” Whiskey thought. “And rage and lust are too volatile for what I need.”

      “That leaves old reliable.”

      A faint smile formed on Whiskey’s lips.

      “Greed.”

      The effort felt like juggling sand, his mind stretched to its limits, but he held steady. His eyes darkened to violet as he forced Passion inward, thin tendrils burrowing like weed roots through the microcracks in the war chief’s protections.

      Then he was inside. And insight struck.

      Gilgamesh’s greed wasn’t merely for material wealth, though that was there. No, it ran deeper. A hunger for power. Dominion. Control.

      He could work with that.

      Whiskey tightened his grip on the emotion, pushing Passion deeper, shaping it with care.

      “Got them,” Passenger purred, just as the rush hit.

      Whiskey resisted the urge to close his eyes and savor it. Overpowering another’s will wasn’t just satisfying; it was a high like no other.

      It was right.

      And unlike drugs or any other weakness, this high made him strong. Gilgamesh’s hold over the clan depended on maintaining the wealth Bernie and the council so desperately prized.

      “Is this necessary?” he asked, gently twisting Gilgamesh’s greed until it aligned with his own aims. “Don’t we have business to conduct? Money to make for the clan?”

      The shift was subtle, but unmistakable.

      “Yes,” Bernie said, his eyes glassy.

      “Perhaps you’re right…” Gilgamesh murmured, his posture beginning to ease. “Let’s…”

      The device buzzed and flared red as it passed over Dunn’s shoe.

      Gilgamesh blinked at the scanner once. Then his eyes sharpened, and fury surged to the surface, snapping Whiskey’s connection like a taut wire under strain.

      Whiskey staggered as thaumaturgic whiplash slammed into his chest like a hammer blow.

      “Correction,” Passenger said, hissing in pain. “Had them.”

      Bernie reeled, disoriented, but Gilgamesh rose to his full height.

      “Despicable human,” he began. “I’ll…”

      Whiskey didn’t wait. Teeth gritted, he triggered his third Gift, the Gift of Ambition.

      And moved.

      He lunged at the shotgun-wielding merrow with the speed of striking cobra. His boot slammed into the creature’s knee with a wet, splintering crunch. The blast from the gun missed his head by inches, concussive force tearing the air.

      Whiskey recoiled, twisted the shotgun free, bit back the pain, and chambered a fresh round. Infusing the weapon with anima, he leveled it at Gilgamesh.

      “You dare—” the war chief began.

      Whiskey stepped forward and drove the butt of the shotgun into Gilgamesh’s face.

      Blood sprayed. The merrow collapsed with a stunned squawk. Adrenaline tore through Whiskey like acid, but he kept his voice cool.

      “If anyone moves, I redecorate this room in war chief red. Understood?”

      Everyone froze.

      From the dance hall, “How Many More Years” drifted through the walls, merging with the groans of the downed merrow curled on the floor.

      “Hmm…well,” Passenger said. “This is a mess. I recommend a strategic withdrawal.”

      Whiskey swept the room. Gilgamesh was bleeding, and tension was poised to snap.

      “Agreed. Time to go.”

      “What about Dunn?”

      Whiskey’s eyes locked on the lieutenant. The man stood trembling, his aura pulsing with fear and self-doubt.

      The sight made him feel…

      He wasn’t sure.

      If Dunn had just listened, they’d have had a deal. A clean exit. A secured meeting place. Instead, he’d ruined it.

      Yet, he still hesitated.

      “Leaving him is not the Way.”

      Passenger pulsed an eye roll. “Yeah,” it said. “Lucky for him.”

      Whiskey nodded.

      “Mr. Fats,” he began, “I believe it’s time to⁠—”

      He was cut off as two sets of doors burst open.

      The half-troll bouncers charged in from the entrance they’d just used, clubs raised, while behind Gilgamesh, a hidden panel slid open and two more merrow stepped out, guns drawn.

      “Wait—” Passenger started, but Whiskey was already turning, instinctively angling the shotgun away from Gilgamesh.

      Pain lanced through his leg. He staggered, eyes dropping to the merrow he’d floored earlier. The sneaky fish-man, claws now slick with blood, had slashed the back of his leg.

      The moment was all Gilgamesh needed. “Kill them!” he roared.

      The room exploded into chaos.

      Whiskey triggered Vigilance and Ambition at once. The world slowed. Every detail sharpened into crystal clarity as his Gifts forced his perception of time into syrupy, deliberate motion.

      He shifted his weight and drove his boot into the skull of the merrow clawing at his leg. Pain bloomed in his calf as the impact jolted through him, but the creature shrieked and reeled away.

      Gritting his teeth, he chambered a round, channeled anima through the weapon, and fired.

      Runes along the barrel blazed violet as the gun roared, unleashing a blast of heat and light. When the smoke cleared, the merrow was gone. Just a charred stain remained.

      Thaumaturgic whiplash clamped over him like a vise, stealing his breath, but Passenger screamed in his mind, wild and urgent.

      “What are you waiting for? Get Gilgamesh!”

      Whiskey swung the barrel toward the war chief, but whiplash caused his vision to blur, forcing him to release Ambition. The world snapped back to full speed, and in that instant, Gilgamesh vanished behind furniture.

      “Too slow. Dodge left—now!”

      Whiskey dived. Bullets shredded the air behind him. He hit the floor hard and rolled behind an overturned table, chest heaving.

      Across the room, a merrow lunged for Dunn.

      The lieutenant’s eyes glowed silver, and he flung out his arms toward the creature. Wind shrieked as a hurricane-force gale tore through the hall, flinging chairs, tables, and the attacker backward.

      It crashed into the wall with a wet, snapping sound, and didn’t get up.

      “All exits blocked,” Passenger reported, merrily. “You’ve got six seconds before they flank you. Incoming, seven o’clock, low. Turn now!”

      Whiskey spun. Another merrow lunged from the shadows, claws bared, but he intercepted it with the business end of the shotgun and pulled the trigger. At point-blank range, its head turned to mist.

      He chambered another round just as Dunn’s wind attack faltered. Another merrow lay crumpled on the floor, but the lieutenant was staggering, obviously drained. The one with the scanner broke cover behind him.

      Whiskey raised the shotgun but had to duck as a half-troll bouncer swung a heavy club at his head.

      As he twisted away, he glimpsed the merrow strike Dunn, and the man dropped.

      Cursing, Whiskey dived inside the bouncer’s next swing and slammed the shotgun stock into its chin. It reeled long enough for Whiskey to spot Dunn’s limp form being dragged away.

      “I need a shot!”

      “Why bother? With them distracted, you could⁠—”

      “Passenger!”

      “Fine. Three o’clock. Three feet up. It’s on top of him.”

      Whiskey dropped to one knee and fired. Purple flame tore through wood and bone, and the merrow holding Dunn crumpled to the floor.

      The whiplash punched the air from his lungs, and his limbs went leaden, but he forced himself upright.

      Movement flickered at the edge of his vision, but it was only Bernie fleeing toward the exit, the last bouncer dragging his injured comrade behind.

      “They’re gone,” Passenger said. “But he’s not.”

      Whiskey turned.

      Gilgamesh stood behind Dunn’s body, his claws poised against the man’s throat.

      “Move,” the war chief said, “and I tear your friend’s head off.”

      “Oh, dear,” Passenger said, its chuckle twisting into a low growl. “Whatever will you do?”

      Whiskey’s finger hovered over the trigger. But he hesitated.

      Gilgamesh smiled. “Good. Drop the gun.”

      “What are you doing?” Passenger nearly screamed. “Shoot them both.”

      “Quiet,” Whiskey thought, glaring at Gilgamesh.

      “You’re lightheaded, woozy, running low on anima, and I know you feel the blood seeping through your pant leg,” Passenger pressed. “Unless you⁠—”

      “I said, quiet!” Whiskey commanded.

      He knew Passenger was right.

      The smart move was to capitalize on Gilgamesh’s mistake and cut them both down with the Remington.

      He looked at Dunn. He could feel the man’s terror. See his pain.

      And it made him feel…

      He didn’t know.

      “I must follow the Way.”

      He exhaled, clicked the safety, and tossed the shotgun aside.

      Raising his hands, he said, “You win. Let him go.”

      Gilgamesh sneered. “I think not.”

      And tore Dunn’s larynx from his throat.

      Blood sprayed. The body dropped.

      “No!”

      Whiskey’s heart lurched, and his mind went blank. He collapsed to his knees, staring at the leaking sack of meat that used to be a man.

      “Poor fool,” Passenger whispered.

      Heavy footsteps pulled his gaze from Dunn’s corpse, from those terrified eyes, to the smirking Gilgamesh looming over him.

      The war chief chuckled.

      “Now, now,” he mocked, resting a clawed hand on Whiskey’s shoulder. “You’ll join him soon enough. But first…”

      He slashed for Whiskey’s face, razor-sharp claws whistling through the air.

      Or he tried to.

      Whiskey’s hand shot up, catching his wrist mid-swipe with bone-snapping force.

      “You shouldn’t have killed him, Gilgamesh,” he said, rising to his feet.

      The merrow snarled and tried to wrench free, but Whiskey’s grip held firm.

      “And why is that?” Gilgamesh spat, swinging his free hand in a savage arc.

      Whiskey triggered his fourth Gift, the Gift of Wrath. Anima surged. Violet energy crackled down his arm as a whip of pure fire snapped to life in one fluid motion.

      It lashed forward, coiling around Gilgamesh’s wrist with a sharp, echoing crack. Whiskey yanked, and with a flash of searing light and the stench of scorched fish, Gilgamesh’s hand hit the floor with a wet thud.

      The merrow screamed.

      Whiskey wasn’t done.

      The whip struck again, curling around the merrow’s torso. It tightened. Bound.

      Burned.

      Whiskey stepped in close, eyes glowing like polished amethysts, his pupils slitted.

      “Because,” he whispered, “it placed you on the Way.”

      Gilgamesh thrashed in panic. But there was no escape.

      The whip flashed. Violet fire surged. And Gilgamesh, Lord of the Depths, Slayer of Bahram the Mighty, Warlord of the Asnan Hada Clan, exploded.

      When the light faded, nothing remained but smoking chunks of meat. Whiskey let the whip gutter out, the crackling energy vanishing into silence.

      He staggered.

      Then collapsed.

      And as the darkness closed in, the last thing he heard was the scream of sirens.

      And Passenger’s laughter.
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          MICKEY GOES JOB HUNTING

        

      

    

    
      October 21, 1951

      The golden California sun rose into a cloudless sky, lighting up East Palo Alto’s flowering fields and flooding the morning with infinite promise. At a quiet creek-side rest stop, a stream gurgled merrily, offering sanctuary to birds flitting in search of food, or whatever else their feathered hearts desired.

      Locals cherished their “second summers,” believing crisp, clear days like this to be the best weather in the world. Fall’s goodbye kiss before the cold, wet winter took hold.

      It was bright. It was beautiful.

      And it was pissing Mickey off something fierce.

      “Mphh…screw off,” she groaned, yanking her jacket, which currently served as a blanket, over her eyes, and rolling over in the back seat of her heavily modified 1941 Ford Super Deluxe.

      The maneuver helped reduce the light. It no longer felt like it was stabbing at her eyelids with tiny knives, but it did nothing about the thrice-damned birds.

      Grimacing, she groped for her purse, glass clinking as empty bottles shifted with her movement.

      Where in all the hells had she left it?

      After a moment of panic, she remembered she’d been using it as a pillow. She fished out her Camels and lighter and sat up, wincing as sunlight seared her retinas.

      She lit up and took a long drag, filling her lungs with smoke.

      By the Nine’s saggy coin purses, her head hurt.

      Eyes now adjusted enough to glare at the beautiful scene, she muttered, “I’m not falling for your⁠—”

      The piercing wail of a train’s horn cut her off.

      Mickey jolted upright with a yelp, cracking her skull on the ceiling and dropping the cigarette in her lap.

      “No-good, dirty son of a…” she grumbled, burning her fingers as she fumbled the cherry. “By the gods, I’m onto you.”

      She ratcheted her glare into her best glower. But the world, and its smug, feathered conspirators, remained unimpressed.

      She took a second drag, leaning back as the locomotive thundered past, its rhythmic clatter dulling the edge of her hangover.

      Survived another one. Of course.

      Mornings like these always dredged up the same bitter question: How could a world so bright, so tranquil, be the same place she clawed her way through every day?

      Her cigarette had burned down to the filter, and the last train car was a speck on the horizon when the Super Deluxe shifted and a familiar voice broke her reverie.

      “Mornin’, boss! Uh…whatcha doin’?”

      “Bullet,” she murmured, blinking as her thoughts snapped back into place. “Contemplating…deep, deep contemplating.”

      “Oh yeah, sure thing,” came the reply. The voice was harsh and alien, but delivered in the cadence of a certain cartoon bunny. “And as much as I hate disruptin’ what is obviously deep and world-shakin’ thoughts, you said you’d start early today. Also, you wanted me to remind you that you missed this month’s payment to Madame D’Antona and the Lament.”

      Mickey grimaced, crushing the stub into the overstuffed ashtray.

      “I don’t remember saying anything about payments.”

      “So I added that second part. Still, there’s work to be done and money to make! After LA, you’re back to zero, and last night you promised things would be different. So, rise and shine! It’s a new day, a fresh start, a clean slate, and all that inspirational nonsense you humans blather on about.”

      “Not me,” Mickey said, stretching. “I hate everything.”

      “Be that as it may,” Bullet pressed, “the fuzz awaits!”

      “Fuzz?” she echoed, tucking her gold bear paw medallion into her blouse.

      “Yeah, you know: the brass, the heat, smokies, coppers, the boys in blue, the bu⁠—”

      “You’ve gotta cut back on the gangster flicks.”

      “And you’ve gotta stop being so cranky,” he shot back. “I told you, you should’ve sprung for a motel.”

      Mickey rubbed her face. “It’s not getting to sleep, or where I sleep, that’s the problem,” she said.

      It was the dreams that came after.

      Bourbon helped.

      Sometimes.

      Knocking over even more bottles, she wormed into the front seat and checked her reflection in the mirror.

      It wasn’t kind.

      Red marks from her purse-pillow creased her tanned skin. Her sun-kissed hair was a tangled bird’s nest. And her golden-flecked hazel eyes looked like someone had set off firecrackers behind them.

      “And you’re the one who won’t stop talking about how broke we are,” Mickey said, poking at the spot under her left eye. “At least the shiner under Lefty’s almost gone.”

      “Things are lookin’ up!” Bullet agreed.

      “All right,” she said, grabbing her duffel stuffed with workout gear. “Time to put in the daily deposit. Be a dear and find a place with coffee, will you?”

      “Why do you do all that runnin’, boss? Lookin’ to get away from somethin’?”

      She opened the car door.

      “No, Bullet,” she said. “It’s so the somethin’s can’t get away from me.”

      And with that, she stepped out into the sun.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Washing down the last of her breakfast with a sip of coffee, Mickey was feeling human again as she exited the freeway.

      She rolled to a stop behind a trailer packed with laughing children waiting to enter a tent-filled park.

      The air was rich with the delightful potpourri of a small-town festival. The aroma of grilled sausages, kettle corn, and damp earth instantly took her back to childhood, running wild through the county fair, sticky-fingered and barefoot in the dust.

      A banner fluttering in the breeze read,

      SAN MATEO HARVEST FESTIVAL – SATURDAY, OCT. 20 – SUNDAY, OCT. 21

      She rolled past the festivities and pulled into her destination: a sheriff’s office tucked into a strip mall storefront.

      “I’ve heard of buying cops,” Bullet quipped, “but this is ridiculous.”

      Mickey licked the last of the powdered sugar from her fingers. “All right. Serious time. No talking unless I talk to you first. Got it?”

      “Sure thing, boss. Zippin’ it up. Not a peep. Quiet as a shadow. Silent as the gra⁠—”

      “Bullet.”

      The rambling cut off. Mickey glanced at the empty passenger seat. After a few blessed seconds of silence, she gave a satisfied nod and stepped out of the car.

      A young family strolled down the sidewalk toward the fairgrounds: a mother, a father, and two little girls, all holding hands, all glowing with the easy warmth of each other’s company.

      A typical human family on their way to some typical human fun.

      Except they weren’t human.

      Their charms were decent, masking them as human, but she could always see through magical disguises. She’d never been able to explain where the True Sight came from. It wasn’t your standard human ability, but it certainly came in handy in her line of work.

      Ignoring the familiar sting behind her eyes as her Sight activated, she feigned interest in a window display while tracking the mythics.

      Goblins, this time.

      Disguising their heritage didn’t make them dangerous. More than likely, these folks were just another happy family out to buy funnel cake, and these days, more mythics wore guises than didn’t.

      Hells, if she were in their shoes, she’d do the same.

      Still, she had been fooled before.

      So she watched.

      After a few moments, it was clear this group wasn’t up to anything more sinister than indulging their daughters’ sweet tooth, so she exhaled and crossed the street, heading back toward the station.

      The warm sun, crisp breeze, and distant music and laughter floating in from the fairgrounds blended together into something close to a perfect fall day.

      “You’re still not fooling anyone,” she muttered, stepping into the sheriff’s office and walking straight into a dangling bat decoration.

      She flinched, but a clip in her hair snagged on its wing, tangling her further. The bat’s purple eyes flashed, and a tinny laugh cackled from its plastic mouth as she struggled with the cheap Halloween doodad.

      It didn’t help when she heard someone chuckle behind her.

      She turned to find a middle-aged man standing at a partitioned desk, his uniform straining over a more-than-generous paunch. He might’ve been solidly built once, but now his jowly face and sleepy eyes reminded her of her uncle’s old basset hound, Dog-Boy.

      “Better watch out, little miss,” he drawled, tossing two dead succulents into the trash. “Some real batties in this office.” He sank into his chair, chuckling at his stupid joke. “Now, what can the San Mateo Sheriff’s Office do for you on this fine Sunday mornin’?”

      Mickey peeled off her gloves, catching how his gaze lingered on her chest before flicking up to her face.

      “Officer Calhoun, is it?” she said, noting the nameplate on his desk. “Michelle McFinn. I’m here to speak with whoever’s in charge of the Bounty Board. I have an appointment.”

      She didn’t. But people moved faster when they thought they were late.

      Calhoun produced an indulgent grin. “I’m sorry, little lady, but we don’t take appointments here.”

      Whoops.

      She recovered with a cool, patronizing smile of her own.

      “I know that, Officer. I’m not asking for an appointment. I’m here to register with the Illegal Magic Practitioner Bounty Board Clerk. Just closed a job down south and heard about a posting in East Palo Alto. So, if you’d point me to the clerk, I’ll handle it directly.”

      “’S that a fact?” Dog-Boy, as she’d already renamed him, asked, squinting like she’d just spoken Elvish. His eyes dragged over her again, lingering far too long. “You sure, honey? Pretty little thing like yourself gettin’ all tangled up with that crowd?”

      Heat rose up her neck, and she couldn’t quite keep it out of her voice as she met his gaze. “Yes,” she said through gritted teeth.

      There was a pause as the hamster in Dog-Boy’s head finally got off its ass and started spinning his wheel. Once it picked up enough speed for him to realize she was serious, his smirk faltered.

      “Hokay,” he said, dragging the word out. “Well, San Mateo County don’t have a formal bounty clerk like they do in the big cities. All hunters report to this desk first.”

      He slid a second nameplate beside the first. “You got documentation, missy? ’Cause no license means you can just skedaddle that classy chassis out the do⁠—”

      Mickey slapped her federal paperwork and laminated license book onto the countertop.

      Dog-Boy blinked, frowning at the credentials like they might sprout teeth, then looked up.

      “You affiliated with any guilds or organizations? San Mateo County don’t give bonuses for affiliations. Even for Cloud Nine folk.”

      She gave a tight smile. “I work alone.”

      He paused again, scowl deepening, but apparently couldn’t come up with another reason to say no. With an annoyed grunt, he shrugged and rolled his chair to a side desk, pulling the cover off what looked like a small TV.

      Relief flickered through her at the sight.

      Good. A com-track.

      She’d worried a podunk outfit like the San Mateo sheriff’s wouldn’t have the new magi-tech.

      Dog-Boy retrieved a laminated instruction sheet and started grumbling as he powered up the device. After what felt like an age of muttered curses and clunky clicks, he slid her license into the reader.

      Each license carried a magically encrypted chip, tied to its owner, and verified identity, while tracking bounty records across federal and local databases.

      The screen produced a list.

      A long list.

      “Damn thing,” he grumbled, jabbing buttons and twisting dials. When that didn’t work, he restarted the process. “Must be on the fritz.”

      “Is there a problem, Officer?”

      “It’s Sergeant,” he snapped, not looking up.

      “Okay,” she said, watching as the list reappeared. “Is there a problem, Sergeant?”

      His face flushed purple as he swiveled his chair to glower at her. “You’re aware that forging these documents is a federal offense?”

      The last of Mickey’s patience fractured like a dry twig, then burst into flames. “And you’re aware,” she said, a small smile tugging at her lips, “that accusing someone of a federal crime based on nothing but misogynistic bias is a great way to get your flatfooted ass kicked so hard your balls might finally drop, Sergeant?”

      Dog-Boy froze.

      “Now listen here, little miss…”

      “No thanks, we’re past that part,” she cut in. “You’ve checked the license. Twice. That should be enough. But since this is the world we live in, I’m sure it’s not, so here.”

      She tossed her driver’s license and passport onto the desk. “Both confirm I’m Michelle McFinn and that my credentials are in order.”

      Dog-Boy gawked, clearly struggling to process as he picked up the IDs.

      So she kept going.

      “Look, Sergeant, I get it. Bounty hunting’s scary. We take the jobs that are too low priority, too remote, or too dangerous for stations like yours to touch. And because your Neanderthal brain is still stuck in a pre-Revelation fantasy where lifting heavy things makes you better than a woman, you’re having trouble coping with reality. So let me clarify.”

      She sent a burst of anima through the bear paw pendant at her neck. Her eyes blazed, the air around her crackling as she gripped the edge of the desk partition.

      The metal popped with a dull twang as her fingers left faint, indented impressions.

      “I’m here to investigate the disappearances of three women, and the magical beings possibly responsible. And since,” she continued in what she considered a pretty good Dog-Boy impression, “San Mateo County don’t rank women’s lives high enough to bother with, and since you’re all obviously far too busy…”

      She swept a look across the empty room.

      “I’ll take the case, collect the bounty, and take my classy chassis elsewhere.”

      She stepped back, ignoring the whiplash headache, and crossed her arms. “The only thing stopping me is a jackass sergeant who can’t seem to see the shit through the flies.”

      Dog-Boy rocked in his seat like he’d been hit by a stiff wind. But eventually, the words sank in and bewilderment twisted into irritation before hardening into anger. He rose to his feet, looking ready to take a swing at her.

      Way to turn on the charm, Mick. After this asshole blocks you from taking the contract, you can go beg the friendly folks at the park for spare change, assuming you don’t threaten them too.

      But before Dog-Boy could respond, a voice cut clean through the tension from the hallway beyond the desk.

      “Thank you, Sergeant. I think that’s enough.”

      Mickey pulled her attention away from the sergeant as a tall, lean man stepped into the room, lieutenant bars gleaming on his collar. She clocked the quiet confidence in his posture. No question, this one had combat experience. A much younger deputy trailed in behind him.

      She uncrossed her arms as the lieutenant approached. Unlike Dog-Boy, he met her eyes without flinching.

      “Ma’am,” he said, “you’ll have to excuse the sergeant. The com-track was only installed a few months ago. We’re still working out the kinks.”

      Mickey glanced at the still-fuming sergeant. “I’m sure that’s the problem,” she said, letting her eyes flick below Dog-Boy’s belt as she arched a brow. “Faulty machinery.”

      The lieutenant’s lips twitched, but he kept his face neutral. “Do you mind stepping outside while we get things sorted? I’ll be right with you.”

      She opened her mouth, thought better of it, then gave a curt nod and stalked out.

      Unfortunately, the drama of her exit was somewhat diminished when she got tangled in the same bat decoration on the way out.

      Blushing, she didn’t look back as she yanked the door open and stormed through it, the damned bat laughing all the while.

      Outside, she leaned against the storefront, glaring across the street at a flyer for an event called the Carnaval de Otoño, doing her best not to fume.

      Movement caught her eye. A young couple strolled by, fingers entwined, window-shopping on their way to the festival. The woman must’ve said something funny, because the man burst into laughter as they rounded the corner and disappeared.

      “Damn it,” she muttered.

      The tall, lean sheriff emerged from the building, a folder in hand, the younger deputy close behind.

      “Miss McFinn, is it?”

      Mickey sighed and turned to face them. “That’s what it says on my underwear.”

      “I’m Bill Grady,” he said, then nodded to the deputy. “This is Deputy Pomponio. On behalf of the department, I apologize for Sergeant Calhoun. He’s a good man, but he can be…”

      “An asshole?” she offered.

      “…conservative,” the lieutenant finished, this time with a smile. “We don’t get many bounty hunters out here. Even fewer women bounty hunters. You’ve gotta admit, it’s a bit unusual.”

      Mickey rolled her eyes. “You got a point there, Lieutenant Bill? Or does a girl need to take a leak standing up before she can get a contract around here?”

      Pomponio reacted like he’d been slapped. Grady’s mouth fell open, then he barked out a full, genuine laugh.

      “That won’t be necessary,” he said, still smiling. “Your paperwork checks out. Officially, we’re obligated to provide any intel gathered since the bounty was posted.” He handed her the folder. “Unofficially, I suggest you walk away from this one, Miss McFinn. It’s a rotten onion. The more you peel, the worse it stinks. Not worth the purse.”

      “Call me Mickey,” she said, flipping it open and skimming through the contents. “And I’m sure the victims’ families appreciate how their tax dollars are being used.”

      Grady shrugged. “San Mateo’s a big county. We’ve only got so many boots on the ground. And some cases require more resources than we have. These women just don’t…” He sighed. “I’m sorry to say, make the cut.”

      Mickey studied him. He wasn’t being cruel, just stating facts, but something about his calm, professional tone, the lack of shame in his voice, rubbed her the wrong way.

      And who are you to judge? When was the last time you took a job solely out of the goodness of your heart?

      “I’ll take my chances,” she said, closing the folder. “I still need to register for the contract. Dog-Boy was too busy choking on his own masculinity to sign me in.”

      Pomponio snorted, drawing her attention.

      Did the kid get the joke?

      “Dog-Boy” came from an old Suni legend about a shape-shifting boy born of a dog. Variants of the story popped up in tribal folklore across the continent. She examined the deputy more closely. Short, stocky, broad features, tanned skin. Native, maybe?

      Oblivious, Grady continued. “I figured you weren’t the type to scare easy. I signed you in. Still, think about what I said, Mickey.”

      “Consider it under advisement, Lieutenant Bill.”

      Grady nodded and headed back inside.

      Pomponio lingered a moment, mouth half-open, then seemed to think better of it and followed.

      Interesting.

      Mickey waited until she was inside the Super Deluxe before asking, “Thoughts?”

      Her hair stirred, like caught in a breeze, despite the rolled-up windows.

      Bullet answered, “I dunno, boss. Maybe we should—what did Dog Boy say? Skedaddle? That’s a fun word. Skedaddle, skedaddle, skedaddle. It gets funnier the more you say it!”

      Mickey’s eyes flicked upward in exasperation. “I don’t like being told what to do,” she said, tossing the folder onto the passenger seat. “Did you get a look at Pomponio?”

      “The Native kid? Yeah. Why?”

      She smiled. Bullet had a better eye for bloodlines than she did. If he said the kid was Native, he was.

      “He seemed like he had something to say.”

      “He’s a young guy. They always have something to say.”

      Mickey gripped the steering wheel, tapping it with her thumb. “Perhaps,” she murmured. “Tail him. Let me know if he does anything weird.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      She picked the folder back up, then paused. “No stopping for doughnuts.”

      “Aww, come on⁠—”

      “No.”

      “Fine. But if I find anything dead, I call dibs.”

      Mickey shot the ceiling an exasperated glance. “As long as it isn’t part of this case.”

      “You can be a real stick in the mud, you know that?”

      Mickey flipped open the folder and exhaled.

      Stick in the mud or not, she had work to do.
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          WHISKEY GETS SOME GOOD NEWS

        

      

    

    
      October 24, 1951

      The worn, uneven texture brushed against Whiskey’s fingertips as he traced the whitewashed walls of his shiro.

      He closed his eyes, drawing a deep, measured breath. The breeze stirred against his skin, pure and soft, tempering the thick warmth around him.

      Through the slatted windows, the call of a thrush wove through the rhythmic chirping of cicadas, blending with the gentle swoosh of waves breaking against the shore.

      His well was full.

      All was calm.

      Balanced.

      Still.

      But then, as they always did, the moment slipped away.

      He sighed, opened his eyes, and continued toward his most frequented section of the castle.

      He passed rooms filled with weapons and training materials, chambers draped in intricate maps, and others brimming with dazzling treasures. But, as usual, he ignored them, continuing forward without so much as a glance.

      After a few more turns, he entered a hallway. Unlike the rest of his shiro, this passage was wider, more worn. The windows were shut tight, sealing the corridor off from the outside world. Only the dim glow of hanging lanterns remained, casting dreary orange light across bare walls.

      Two identical doors stood at the hall’s end. Both were intricately designed, inlaid with gold, silver, and platinum.

      Yet while the door on the right gleamed, polished to near perfection, the one on the left was tarnished. Darkened. Its metal dulled to a grayish-black. Deep gouges marred its engravings, as if it had suffered some ancient wound.

      Whiskey didn’t look at it.

      He never looked at it.

      Instead, he stepped through the door on the right.

      Inside, the room was a masterpiece. Delicate paintings adorned the walls, low tables were carefully arranged, and tatami mats lay with impeccable precision—a perfect replica of a Meiji lord’s sitting room.

      The only oddity stood at the center: a marble well beneath a black pergola. Veins of gold, silver, and black wound through the stone, shimmering under a dim purple glow that pulsed from its depths like a heartbeat.

      Yet for all the well’s enigmatic allure and the room’s restrained elegance, both faded beside the splendor beyond the open windows.

      Moonlight bathed his shiro, a grand Japanese castle in the style of the Sengoku era, perched atop a hill at the heart of a small island where white sand met an endless sea. The water gleamed beneath an oversize silvery moon that ruled a sky scattered with stars. Above it all, an aurora borealis of ethereal green, blue, and violet ribbons wove through the heavens like living silk.

      Whiskey settled at a table, drinking in the sight.

      The soft swish of a sliding door broke the silence, followed by the quiet clink of porcelain.

      He turned to see an older Japanese man enter, dressed in a crisp, Western-style butler’s uniform. He carried a silver platter laden with fine china and an assortment of pastries.

      With practiced grace, he set the tray before Whiskey and stepped back, gloved hands clasped behind him.

      Whiskey stared.

      “Tea?” he asked, inhaling the aroma before taking a sip. Smooth, warm, laced with fruit and spice. Perfect. His gaze shifted to the platter. “And what’s this?”

      Smile lines creased the corners of the older man’s sharp eyes. “They’re kolaches. Traditional Polish pastries.”

      Whiskey stiffened, frowning at him.

      The man raised his eyebrows, feigning surprise. “What? After last night, I assumed you’d want something sweet…”

      Whiskey’s frown deepened into a glower, earning an exaggerated eye roll.

      “Oh, come on, Kinichiro. It’s funny.”

      “Being bought and paid for by the Polish ambassador’s wife while her husband watched is not funny, Passenger. And why do you look like that?”

      Passenger sighed and leaned against the window. The pose seemed absurd on someone so dignified.

      “All right, first,” it said, “while being used as someone’s plaything may not be funny to you, offering a dessert from said player’s country afterward is. Second, it was a quiet night at the Afterlife, and you did what you could with what was available. You weren’t forced, Kinichiro—you chose. And I, for one, am glad you did. The well’s the fullest it’s been since the merrow case. Admit it—you feel more whole than you have in weeks.”

      Whiskey opened his mouth to argue, but the truth was he did feel good.

      Great, even.

      Seeing his hesitation, Passenger raised a finger. “And, might I add, it was all aboveboard. Seijō-no-Michi approved.”

      It flashed a sunny smile. “So buck up, will you? You’re the cat’s meow at the Afterlife. Gregory and Gorax adore you—which is probably the only thing they’ve ever agreed on. And where else are you going to get paid to use your Gifts? Consulting was peanuts compared to what you’re making now. And good luck finding what you need anywhere else—especially now that you’ve been fired.”

      It tilted his head, the smile taking on a predatory edge.

      “Unless, of course, you go hunting.”

      Before Whiskey responded, it raised a forestalling hand. “I know, I know,” Passenger said, tone weary. “That is not part of ‘the Pure Way.’ Shame on me for even thinking it.”

      Whiskey shot the seemingly old man a dark look. “Suspended pending an investigation isn’t fired,” he said.

      He knew it was a petulant response, but Passenger’s cavalier tone rankled him.

      Passenger gave him an infuriatingly patient look, hands clasped in front of its chest.

      “I did nothing wrong,” Whiskey muttered.

      “Truer words have yet to be spoken.” Passenger beamed. “And it’s also true you weren’t the one who leaked to the press that SFPD Lieutenant Alfred Dunn’s death involved an unknown undercover FBI consultant. But tell me, Kinichiro—since when, in the three years you’ve been the bureau’s expendable spook, have they ever cared about something as trivial as the truth?”

      Tension buzzed at the edges of Whiskey’s mind—a faint, far-off hum gnawing at his skull. He glanced away, more irritated than before. Exhaling through his nose, he stood, bumping the table enough to rattle the china, and moved toward the window.

      “You look ridiculous,” he said, eyes trained on the peaceful beach.

      Passenger chuckled. “Very true.”

      Shadow coalesced around the old man’s form, swallowing him whole. This wasn’t simply darkness. It was the night sky itself, teeming with stars but devoid of a silvery moon. When the transformation finished, a familiar figure stood before him.

      Whiskey remembered the first time he’d come face to face with the entity. He’d just built the shiro and had been exploring its halls when he stumbled upon the shadowy being.

      In most ways, Passenger looked exactly the same now as it had then.

      Its cloak moved like liquid ink, weightless and alive. The shadow beneath its hood concealed everything except dark lips, a clean-shaven jawline, and two bright purple flames where its eyes should have been.

      In one important respect, however, it was different.

      The first time Whiskey had met Passenger, the entity had appeared as an eleven-year-old boy. In fact, it had always seemed to be the exact same age as Whiskey, deliberately altering its appearance over the years to mirror his aging.

      It was something Whiskey had noticed long ago, though he had never seen much point in discussing it.

      Some things simply didn’t require explanation.

      And Passenger was one of those things.

      It simply was.

      “Ah,” Passenger sighed, stretching. Its shadowy mantle rippled, mirroring the movement like a second set of limbs. “Better?”

      Whiskey shook his head and turned to face out the window.

      “All right,” Passenger said. “Want to hear what I think? I think you should run. Get out of town while you still can. You’re worried about your career? You should be worried about a firing squad. In the eyes of the law, they’d just be killing another monster.”

      Anger boiled through Whiskey, percolating like steam in his veins. The buzzing in his head grew louder, closer. “I am not a monster!”

      Passenger tilted its head. “Oh? Then what are you?”

      “I—” Whiskey hesitated, taking a slow breath, barely keeping the tremor from his voice. “It doesn’t matter. The Way⁠—”

      “The Way,” Passenger mocked. “I’m so tired of that stupid framework. Can’t we talk about anything else? If I’d known what a hindrance it would be, I’d have never helped you create such a flawed tool.”

      “You had nothing to do with the Seijō-no-Michi.”

      Passenger stiffened, then shrugged, its cloak blurring like an afterimage. “Whatever helps you sleep at night, Kinichiro,” it said. “But tell me. Where on this grand Way does it account for what you want? What you feel? As if Nintai and Sewanin were ever capable of understanding what you are. Who you are. A question you can’t answer yourself.”

      “And you can?”

      “Of course I can,” Passenger said, grinning as its voice dropped to a low growl. “You are Oni.”

      A shiver ran down Whiskey’s spine, a not entirely unpleasant feeling.

      He took a deep breath. “Kakyū Oni,” he said. “Lesser.”

      The glowing purple orbs rolled.

      “Oh, please. You’re still at the top of the food chain. Sure, you can only feed on specific emotions, but at least you get the fun ones: lust, greed, fear, rage. The low-hanging fruit. And you still gain the Gifts that come with them. Gifts that put you in a class of your own—when you have the backbone to use them, that is.”

      Frustrated, Whiskey raked his fingers through his hair. He wanted to argue, to fight, but the truth was…

      He agreed.

      There was no feeling better than indulging. When he fed, he could lose himself in the euphoria of his power. In those moments, he was free. Free to do what he wanted, when he wanted, how he wanted.

      Which was not the Way.

      “Last time I listened to you,” he said, forcing his will to the surface as he gestured around the room, “this happened.”

      Violet light glowed from inside the well, bathing everything in its glow. The world wavered, details warping and shifting. The large windows shrank, thick metal bars weaving across their frames. Once-whitewashed walls faded to dull gray, pockmarked with gouges and scratches. Where gentle waves had lapped at pristine sand, black waters now churned against jagged rocks, thick and tar-like, staining everything they touched.

      Above, where the sky had once been a masterpiece of stars and swirling auroras, half of it was now gone.

      No. Not gone.

      Devoured.

      What filled the sky wasn’t mere darkness—the absence of light. It was more. Something tangible. Whiskey had watched it spread. What had begun as a single star blinking out had grown into something far worse.

      He called it the Void.

      It pulsed and writhed—a vast, roiling mass devouring the remaining light, stretching across a quarter of the horizon like an oncoming horde.

      Passenger studied the encroaching darkness for a moment before heaving a heavy sigh.

      “I hate it when you do that,” it said, raising hands now bound in chains of searing purple light. “You’d think five years would be more than enough time for you to get over⁠—”

      “Enough!” Whiskey snapped, forcing his will behind the word.

      Passenger’s mouth clamped shut with an audible clack. Its lips parted in a sneer of defiance, but the chains around its wrists flared so brightly they verged on white, and the sneer transformed into a grimace of pain. Its purple flame-eyes flashed angrily, but it shut its mouth.

      For a moment, Whiskey and it held each other’s gaze.

      Then Passenger looked away.

      Whiskey exhaled, though it did little to ease the tension settling in his bones as memories surfaced, unbidden—of a time when he’d⁠—

      Something inside his mind recoiled as though he’d touched a live wire, and he shook his head, shoving them away.

      An Oni’s greatest strength—the ability to gain anima through emotional manipulation—was also its greatest weakness. Many succumbed to their hunger, unable to resist the urge to feed. They became creatures of unchecked appetite, rampaging until they were struck down or every last victim had been drained to a husk.

      It was why so few Oni remained.

      And why most countries outlawed their existence altogether.

      That was not what he was meant to be.

      His parents had given him to the Brothers so he could find a different path.

      To be better.

      To be good.

      To serve a purpose greater than succumbing to his Need.

      “I will not fail those who gave their lives,” he said quietly, “so that I could walk this path.”

      The buzzing grew louder.

      He looked up at the angry mass of roiling darkness, forcing another, more controlled breath.

      It was getting harder to discern what good even looked like anymore.

      Which was why he needed the Way.

      It was impartial. Unyielding. A measure of truth. A guiding light in the dark. A way to know if his Gifts were justified.

      Allowed.

      Good.

      He looked at Passenger, cloak swirling like smoke caught in a storm.

      “Have you ever felt like you’d gone too far?” he asked. “Like there was no turning back?”

      This time, Passenger didn’t laugh. Didn’t mock. Instead, the usual smirk faded into shadow as it looked away.

      “…All the time.”

      It tilted its head, as if catching a distant sound, then sighed. “Time to go.”

      Whiskey blinked.

      The buzzing had become substantial, something almost recognizable.

      An alarm?

      No. Something else.

      Maybe it’s a⁠—

      Before he could finish the thought, the room swirled—the world unraveling like sand swept away by the wind, and he had just enough time to see Passenger giving a lazy wave before his awareness wrenched backward.

      Normally, transitioning from his shiro to the real world felt as gradual as a leaf drifting down a quiet stream.

      This time, it hit like a flash flood. His awareness contracted. It felt like free-falling while being sucked through a straw made of infinite blackness.

      The warm, humid air of the shiro turned cool and dry. The scents of wood, paint, and detergent replaced everything else. The coarse hemp of his kimono and hakama softened into the plush weight of a wool robe. The serene sounds of the natural world gave way to the faint hiss of tires on asphalt and the distant wail of sirens.

      Then his consciousness slammed back into his body, and his eyes snapped open.

      He blinked rapidly, his mind scrambling to adjust to its new reality.

      He was home—seated in his meditation room, the small, secluded space accessible only through his bedroom.

      All was as it should be.

      Quiet.

      Still.

      He took a breath and let himself relax, taking in the familiar plain white walls. The only decoration was a roughly painted symbol at eye level: a winged serpent coiled around a sword—and he jumped out of his skin when the sudden jangling shattered the room’s relative silence.

      It wasn’t until Passenger burst out laughing that he realized it was the phone ringing.

      Whiskey frowned. “You couldn’t have warned me?”

      “And miss the chance to see you jump like a startled cat? Never.”

      Ignoring the headache blooming at the base of his skull, Whiskey strangled the urge to lash out and checked his wristwatch.

      6:21 a.m.

      “A little early for a phone call, wouldn’t you say?”

      Whiskey grunted in agreement. A call at this hour could only mean one thing. Mopping the sweat from his face, he headed toward his office.

      Since the meditation room was tucked inside a hidden closet space, he had to cross through his bedroom first. Even in the predawn dark, the mess was obvious—balled-up bedding, empty bottles, and various instruments of pleasure scattered so haphazardly he had to watch his step.

      “Remind me to apologize to Lian Lin,” he muttered, stepping over the wreckage.

      “For which part?” Passenger asked. “The mess or the war crimes against her people?”

      Whiskey froze midstep.

      The phone rang again, and he felt Passenger make the mental equivalent of an eye roll.

      “You’re going to miss the call.”

      Whiskey didn’t move.

      “You really should laugh at yourself more often.”

      His hands clenched into fists.

      “Okay, okay. Sorry. Too soon. Now, will you please answer the phone?”

      The headache spread toward Whiskey’s temples, but he took another steadying breath and moved through the hallway and into his office.

      If not for the worn condition of the books lining the shelves, the room could’ve passed for a museum exhibit of “the perfect office.” Everything was meticulously ordered, every item in its precise place.

      Nascent light painted the space a soft purplish blue as the shadows of night retreated to wherever darkness fled during the day.

      The phone sat on his mahogany desk, still ringing. He hesitated for half a heartbeat, then crossed the room and picked up the receiver.

      “Whiskey Consulting.”

      “Mr. Mononobe,” said a smooth baritone, tinged with a slight Texas twang. “It’s Jordan Crane.”

      Whiskey’s stomach flipped, his suspicions confirmed.

      Jordan Crane, special agent in charge of the San Francisco Regional Branch of the FBI. His handler.

      “Ah,” Passenger intoned. “The time of judgment is nigh. I’ll keep an ear out for trucks rolling up to surround the house, just in case.”

      “Special Agent Crane,” Whiskey said, forcing cordiality into his tone. “You know I’d prefer you call me Whiskey, like everyone else.”

      “And you know that calling you anything else would imply an association that doesn’t reflect your relationship with the bureau, Mr. Mononobe,” Crane countered.

      Whiskey ground his teeth, but kept the annoyance from his voice. “Of course. What can I do for you, Special Agent Crane?”

      Crane cleared his throat, and Whiskey tensed. At least the man was direct.

      “I have an assignment for you,” Crane continued. “The SFPD has requested an FBI liaison for an ongoing abduction investigation. I’m assigning it to you.”

      Whiskey froze. “Pardon me, Agent Crane, but assigning me to another case means⁠—”

      “You were found innocent of any wrongdoing in the events leading to Lieutenant Dunn’s death,” Crane said, as if addressing a slow-witted child. “I’d have assumed that was obvious, Mr. Mononobe.”

      Relief surged through Whiskey, and he let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

      Then he remembered who he was talking to.

      This couldn’t be that easy.

      Decisions this fast meant someone else was about to take the fall. Yet here was Crane, absolving him of blame and offering him something he wanted: a case close to home. Regular detective work. Work that kept him on the Way.

      It was the closest thing to a gift Crane had offered in three years.

      So what’s the catch?

      “Do I need to remind you what will happen if you choose not to work with the FBI, Mr. Mononobe?” Crane said.

      Whiskey blinked. “No, it’s…” He trailed off, trying to assess the situation from every angle.

      Crane sighed. “You’re right,” he said. “I wouldn’t normally use you for something like this. But abductions cases are FBI jurisdiction, and between the Franklin case and the peace treaty, my people are spread thin. You’re not the best I’ve got, Mr. Mononobe. You’re all I’ve got.”

      Whiskey considered it. San Francisco was hosting a slew of world delegates, which was how he’d met the previous night’s…guests. And with so many people came not just security threats, but prime opportunities for spying. Security and surveillance would stretch the FBI thin. Combined with the media frenzy over the Franklin abduction, Crane’s explanation checked out.

      Still…

      Crane made an impatient noise. “Listen, Mr. Mononobe. If you don’t want to take the Baptiste case⁠—”

      Whiskey’s stomach dropped. “Baptiste?”

      There was a pause, followed by the sound of papers shuffling.

      “Yes. The victim’s last name is Baptiste. Hallie Baptiste.”

      Whiskey’s grip tightened around the receiver. Hallie was missing? How had he not heard? When was the last time he’d talked to Felix?

      “Wait a second,” Passenger cut in. “There’s something going on here. They must know your connection to⁠—”

      “It’s the Baptistes,” Whiskey thought. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Which Crane obviously knows,” Passenger shot back. “Why else would he do this?”

      Whiskey barely stopped the growl rising in his throat. Passenger was right. He was missing something. Something important.

      Images of a fifteen-year-old girl with mocha-colored skin and bright green eyes flashed through his mind.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he repeated.

      Then, out loud: “I’ll take care of it, Agent Crane.”

      There was a pause on the other end before Crane said, “Very well, Mr. Mononobe. You’re expected to report to Lieutenant Bruno at SFPD Central Headquarters this morning. Keep my office informed on your progress,” and hung up.

      Whiskey set the receiver down and left his office.

      He needed a fresh suit.
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          WHISKEY MAKES A NEW FRIEND

        

      

    

    
      October 24, 1951

      The waiting room outside San Francisco Police Headquarters was quiet at the early hour.

      The air was dry, carrying the stale scent of dust and cigarette smoke. Wooden floors, worn lighter by years of foot traffic, creaked as Whiskey shifted his weight, and the occasional cough from the few scattered occupants punctuated the steady clack of the com-track’s keyboard as the old warhorse of a sergeant processed his credentials.

      “This is idiotic.”

      Whiskey sighed, turning his attention inward. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”

      Passenger pulsed the mental equivalent of crossing its arms. “Right,” it said. “Because you being irrationally and unforgivably blinded by sentimentality is too complex for my feeble mind to comprehend.”

      Whiskey didn’t quite grin as he thought, “Finally, something we can agree on.”

      This time Passenger pulsed an eye roll. “Yes, yes, very droll, Kinichiro,” it said. “Thank the gods for blessing you with such emotional depth and maturity. It’s only been, what, four years since you’ve even seen the girl? But go ahead; ignore good advice and wisecrack your way straight into a minefield. I love being proved right.”

      The sergeant pressed a button, and the runes on the glass security door gleamed with gold and blue light. A loud click signaled the bolt sliding out of place, saving Whiskey from needing to respond. He replaced his fedora, stepped through the door, and walked down the hall.

      Most of the doors along the corridor were closed, but as he passed the crowded booking area, he glimpsed officers armed with twilight sticks guiding prisoners in glowing magi-tech suppression cuffs through processing before sending them to County.

      He kept walking until he reached the stairway, then climbed up to the third floor. After stopping in front of a door marked “Investigations: Magi-Crime, Magi-Tech, and Forensics,” he pushed it open and almost walked right into a desk overflowing with wires, tools, and half-assembled equipment.

      Behind it sat a lanky man, his head encased in a contraption resembling a silver mixing bowl festooned with magnifying glasses. He was so focused on soldering a tiny device that he didn’t bother to glance up.

      “If it’s a delivery,” the man said, pointing over his shoulder with the soldering iron, “you can leave it on the table behind me. If not, I’m busy. Come back later.”

      “Good morning, Officer Sadie.”

      Sadie jerked upright so fast the contraption slipped down over his face.

      “Whiskey?” He stood, readjusting the device as he extended a hand. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m meeting with a Lieutenant Bruno,” Whiskey replied. He nodded toward the cluttered workstation, conspicuously placed as far from the magi-tech workshops as possible. “What about you? Don’t you have a proper lab for this sort of thing?”

      Sadie gave a sheepish laugh, the many magnifying lenses making him look like an oversize insect.

      “Well…there’ve been lots of…changes…lately. Since—” He hesitated, his expression faltering as his voice softened. “Al was a good man. A great boss. I—I didn’t know about the shoe tracker until after we drove away, I swear. But once Terry told me, I…I just thought…”

      He trailed off, staring at the floor.

      Whiskey studied the man. According to the report delivered before Whiskey had left his home, Sadie, like him, had been cleared of any wrongdoing. Yet guilt still saturated the man’s aura.

      “Humans and their emotions,” Passenger said, pulsing an amused head shake. “Gotta love ’em.”

      Whiskey forced what he hoped was a sympathetic smile and placed a reassuring hand on Sadie’s shoulder. “The doctor said your tourniquet likely saved my life.”

      “Yeah, well…” Sadie said, wiping his eyes.

      Whiskey squeezed the man’s bony shoulder. “You did what you could with the situation you were in, Officer Sadie. And it takes a brave person to run toward danger. If you need anything from me, ask.”

      Sadie didn’t meet his eyes, but he managed a weak smile. “At least call me Amos. Everyone else does.”

      Whiskey grinned and offered his hand. “Thank you, Amos.”

      Sadie took it, and the strength of the technician’s grip surprised Whiskey.

      “As I recall, Kinichiro,” Passenger said, cutting in, “it was Integrity that saved your life—not anything this human did. So why lie?”

      “The man’s lack of resolve nearly got me killed,” Whiskey thought. “But encouraging him now might help him make better choices later. Choices that could save lives. Showing him the Way.”

      Passenger gave a thoughtful hum. “Incoming,” it announced.

      Whiskey stepped aside as two men entered, nearly spilling their coffee in surprise.

      “Watch where you’re going, you—” Terrance Gordon froze midsentence. “Y-You! What are you doing here?”

      The man looked like being near Whiskey caused him actual pain—a reaction Whiskey wished was literal.

      “Good morning, Officer Gordon.”

      Gordon turned to the man beside him. “Here’s another example of what I was just talking about, Lieutenant. He’s one of them.”

      Whiskey’s gaze shifted to the man standing next to Gordon.

      If “man” was even the right word.

      The figure towered over the six-foot-three Sadie, standing at least half a foot taller. His massive frame stretched his navy suit to its limit, muscles bulging as if carved from stone.

      Whiskey would’ve had to stand on his toes just to meet the man’s tartan plaid bowtie.

      “Lieutenant Bruno?” he asked, forcing another polite smile while offering his hand. “How do you do? I’m⁠—”

      One bright blue eye fixed a glare on Whiskey, while the other, a darker blue, glowed red.

      The red eye moved independently, scanning Whiskey up and down with mechanical precision.

      Once it stopped, Bruno’s brow furrowed. “I know who you are,” he said, his thick Boston accent rounding the last word into “ahh.” The massive man made a dismissive sniff and flicked his eyes to Gordon. “We’ll talk later, Terry.” Then, turning back to Whiskey and Sadie, he jerked his head toward an office still labeled “Lieutenant Dunn.”

      “You two. Follow me.”

      Whiskey’s smile dropped as he watched Bruno stalk inside.

      Gordon’s piggy eyes gleamed as he called after the immense man, “You got it, Chief! Thanks again for all your help, sir.”

      Flashing Whiskey a triumphant smirk, Gordon strode off through the double doors marked “Forensics/Magi-Tech.”

      Sadie exhaled and followed, but Whiskey hesitated.

      “What was that scan?”

      “Hmm…” Passenger mused. “That ocular implant isn’t top of the line, but it was good enough to sweep your aura. He’ll know you’re not human.”

      Whiskey nodded. “And you scanned him back?”

      “Naturally.”

      Whiskey’s lips twitched. “And?”

      “Like most cops, his aura’s tough to read. But…there’s something unique about his defenses. They taste…different. If I had to bet, I’d say he’s not fully human. Giant blood, most likely—because, well, look at him. Which begs the question: Why is he cozying up with that bigot Gordon?”

      Whiskey shrugged. “Only one way to find out.”

      The office looked almost exactly as he remembered—same layout, same furniture. But where Dunn had kept everything in meticulous order, Bruno had let folders and reports pile up in scattered heaps.

      “Close the door.”

      Whiskey raised an eyebrow as Sadie obeyed, then lowered the shade.

      The instant the office was sealed from view, Bruno let out a deep breath.

      “Sorry about the show,” he said. “The man’s directly involved in the death of a superior officer, yet somehow he walks away with a promotion. I’d call it un-fuckin’-believable if I hadn’t seen it myself. So, for now, I’m playing by his rules.”

      He raised a finger thicker than some nightsticks. “For now,” he repeated, then offered a grin that might’ve seemed oafish if not for the shrewd glint in his bright blue eye. “Doug Bruno, nice to meet you.”

      He turned to grab a thick folder from one of the piles, pointing it at Sadie.

      “Your reputation’s all over the map, Mr. Mononobe. Some people, like Amos, think you’re a hero. Others…well, they tell a different story.”

      He flicked through the pages, then shifted his attention back to Whiskey. “So, I pulled your file. Half of it’s redacted or removed, leaving me to wonder why. One thing’s clear. You’ve been playin’ the game for a while, so you understand how this bullshit works.”

      Bruno leaned back, testing the chair’s weight allowance, and crossed his arms.

      “Sure, I’ve got an agenda. And yeah, if it gets the job done, I’ll take the bows when the results are aces and pin the blame when you roll craps. That’s how the game’s played. Stick around long enough, you’ll see it’s not just for kicks. I believe this force oughta be a shield for the folks who can’t fight for themselves. They deserve better than Terrance Gordon and all his rotten friends.”

      His broad shoulders lifted in a half shrug. “But you know the score. Words don’t mean a dime. So here’s the deal—you stick to doing what you’re good at, and you can count on me as a friend. For now.”

      Whiskey gave him a long look. “And what’s that, Lieutenant?”

      Bruno held up three meaty fingers.

      “Work alone, close cases, and keep your mouth shut. Stick to that, and we’ll get along just fine.”

      Silence settled over the office.

      Whiskey’s eye flicked to Sadie, then back to Bruno.

      The man was right to assume Whiskey would do his job. He’d follow the Way.

      But he was wrong about one thing.

      Whiskey never worked alone.

      “The man’s perceptive,” Passenger observed. “For an inbred half giant, at least,” it added. “It doesn’t take a genius to guess you wouldn’t take his word like an idiot. Or worse,” it continued with the mental equivalent of a shudder, “an idealist.”

      Whiskey let a smile touch his lips.

      He extended his hand.

      “I can do that,” he said aloud.

      Sadie beamed, Bruno grinned, and Whiskey did his best not to feel like a child shaking hands with a grizzly bear.

      The big man dropped into his chair with enough force to rattle the desk. “Please, have a seat.”

      Whiskey and Sadie took their chairs as Bruno leaned back, grabbed another folder from the pile, and slid it across the desk.

      Whiskey opened it to find a black-and-white crime scene photo staring up at him.

      “October seventeenth. Anonymous tip comes in. Dispatch gets a call about a possible one eighty-seven at Joshua Norton Park in the Tenderloin. Officers arrived to a mess. Real grisly stuff. Body parts scattered like fertilizer. Ground torn to hell. It took three days to confirm the remains belonged to Jerome Bryant.”

      Whiskey turned the page, revealing a grainy mugshot of a handsome man with dark skin, wearing a cheap but well-fitted suit. As he flipped the page, he noticed a third photo escaping its paperclip.

      “Bryant was last seen leaving a bar with a young woman matching the description given by the caller,” Bruno said. “We cross-checked with missing persons and got the name Hallie Baptiste.”

      Turning the photo over, Whiskey found another poor-quality mugshot.

      “My, my,” Passenger mused. “Look who’s all grown up.”

      Whiskey’s eyes narrowed. Hallie had indeed changed. Scanning the records, he saw she’d been arrested for shoplifting and public intoxication.

      He exhaled through his nose.

      What happened to the girl he’d met four years ago? The one who’d taken a chance on an unknown investigator?

      Did Felix know about this?

      He flipped through the rest of the case file, noting a handwritten entry from the dispatcher who had taken the call. As he scanned the note, his eyebrows lifted at the description of the individual the caller claimed had led them to the scene of the crime.

      Passenger hummed. “That is certainly interesting.”

      Whiskey nodded and looked up to find Bruno watching him. “The vic is connected,” Whiskey said.

      Bruno grunted and tipped his head. “That gonna be a problem?”

      Whiskey shrugged. “I don’t know. But I’ll tell you when I find out.”

      Bruno’s broad, oafish grin returned.

      This time it was also satisfied.

      “Good enough for me.”
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      Later, as he walked back to his car, movement caught Whiskey’s attention.

      “Hmm,” Passenger said. “What do you suppose he wants?”

      Whiskey grimaced but kept his pace steady, acting like he hadn’t noticed.

      He slid into the driver’s seat, but the moment he closed the door, he whirled, Smith & Wesson .38 already drawn, aiming the barrel at the figure sitting in the back seat.

      The man’s plain brown robe did little to soften the unsettling sight of his eyes—pitch black from iris to sclera.

      “Kinichiro,” he said.

      Whiskey tightened the grip on his pistol. “Get out.”

      The monk was below average height with sharp Asian features, and not a single strand of hair on his head. He flicked a speck of dust off the patch on his chest: a winged serpent coiled around a sword.

      “Manners, Kinichiro,” he chided, voice dripping with superiority. “You were taught better. Or perhaps your upcoming birthday has you out of sorts? Sixty-two is quite the milestone.”

      Whiskey cocked back the hammer, the barrel glowing as the runes etched along the metal thrummed with anima.

      The monk made a low, croaking click—his version of a tsk.

      “I expected you hadn’t changed,” he sneered. “We both know shooting me is not the Way, little demon spawn. Now put the gun away. Someone might see it.”

      “Now’s a perfect time for something unexpected, Kinichiro,” Passenger murmured.

      “I’m in no mood for games, Jonetsu,” Whiskey said, his voice dangerously quiet.

      Jonetsu’s condescending mirth vanished as if it had never existed. His black eyes narrowed.

      “That’s Master Jonetsu, Initiate. I don’t care how rare Nintai claims you are—disrespect me again, and I will remind you of your place.”

      The words hung heavy between them before Jonetsu’s expression smoothed back into imperious calm. “I wouldn’t waste my time on an Oni, even a tamed one, unless Sewanin wished it.”

      Passenger snorted. “Shoot the damn bird.”

      Whiskey would’ve loved to oblige, but he wasn’t convinced a bullet, enhanced or not, would do more than irritate Jonetsu. He exhaled slowly, tension bleeding from his fingers as he lowered the gun.

      “Complete your business, then. And be gone.”

      Jonetsu’s lips curled into a mirthless smile. “Sewanin has decreed that you must report to the monastery.”

      Whiskey produced a faint smile to mask the unease creeping down his spine. “That’s a bold decree. You planning to enforce it yourself?”

      Jonetsu’s alien features twitched. “Your lack of gratitude to the order that raised you from the filth of your lineage is enough that I’d see you dead, but now you refuse the request of the Great One?”

      His voice dipped lower.

      “The rest of the Brotherhood wouldn’t hesitate if I told them I had to kill you. They’d assume you’d turned feral. They’d celebrate me for ridding the world of another monster.”

      The air inside the car grew heavy, crackling with something close to violence.

      Whiskey’s periwinkle eyes locked onto Jonetsu’s pitch-black stare.

      A long, tense moment stretched between them before Jonetsu looked away.

      “You’re fortunate my task is only to deliver the message.” He straightened, voice turning smooth again. “Sewanin, in his infinite wisdom, has ordered that you decide when to answer the summons. He knows you will obey. He didn’t say when, but he knows you will.”

      Whiskey smiled. “Very well. I have heard your message. You may leave.”

      Jonetsu returned the smile, stretching it unnaturally wide until his face distorted into something monstrous.

      “You may think Sewanin’s patience is eternal,” he whispered, “but it is not. And when he grows tired of your insolence…” His voice dropped into a snarl. “I will be there.”

      Bang!

      A heavy thud on the hood made Whiskey whip his head around. A large crow had landed, cawing loudly.

      Too loudly.

      Whiskey whirled back. But Jonetsu was gone.

      “He slipped out through the open window,” Passenger reported.

      Whiskey climbed out, scanning the street, but it was empty. The crow let out another grating, cackling cry before taking off into the sky.

      “Anything?” he muttered.

      Passenger made a frustrated noise. “No. The damn crow’s always been too quiet. Maybe if you’d been using Vigilance…”

      Whiskey sank back into the driver’s seat, working to steady his breathing.

      His hands trembled as the adrenaline drained, leaving him raw, frayed.

      “What do you suppose the old serpent wants?” Passenger asked.

      Its tone was light, but Whiskey wasn’t fooled.

      It was nervous.

      And so was he.

      He’d not been home for years. No messages. No summons. No contact from the Brothers of Futsunushi.

      So why now?

      He took a long breath. His headache was back, digging in behind his eyes. Pinpricks of sweat gathered at his hairline. His gaze drifted to the manila folder sitting on the passenger seat.

      “Whatever it is,” he muttered, starting the car. “I’ll deal with it later.”

      Right now, he needed to talk to Felix.
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          WHISKEY HAS THE USUAL

        

      

    

    
      October 24, 1951

      Nestled between Saint Dominic’s Catholic and San Francisco Blessed Workers Spiritual churches, the Cat Felix Diner—with its flamingo-pink-and-white-striped awning and swirling columns—should have been an eyesore. Instead, it radiated a warmth and vitality straight out of the Crescent City.

      Bypassing the line of waiting patrons, Whiskey stepped through the lavish french doors, “CAT FELIX’S Est. 1920” etched in gold filigree across the glass.

      The diner’s warmth, a stark contrast to the crisp air outside, wrapped around him like a hug.

      The rich aroma of coffee, pastries, and an array of fried, creamed, and buttered foods filled the air. Brightly dressed servers wove through the pink-and-teal tables, delivering food and smiles with practiced ease, while the happy din of patrons mingled with the lively rhythm of New Orleans–style jazz pouring from the jukebox.

      Normally, a place this busy would swamp his aura senses with the greed, lust, rage, and fear that clung to higher life-forms, but here, a subtle touch of Baptiste magic smoothed the chaotic swirl of overlapping auras, restraining the flood of emotion to a quiet trickle and creating a seamless, harmonious sense of contentment he’d rarely experienced before.

      It was like stepping out of a noisy preschool music class and into a refined symphony performed by master musicians.

      Passenger sighed. “I hate this place.”

      Ignoring its usual grumbling, Whiskey made a beeline for the bar, weaving across the checkerboard floor past walls adorned with an eclectic mix of religious symbols, all modified with feline elements, and framed photos capturing people of all backgrounds in moments of genuine joy.

      Three empty stools bore “Reserved” placards.

      Whiskey slid onto his usual spot on the right and caught the eye of a young man in a pink shirt, matching the walls, who greeted him with a bright smile that stood out handsomely against his dark umber skin.

      “Heya, Whiskey!”

      Whiskey placed the case file on the empty stool beside him and returned the grin. “Good morning, Duo.”

      Barely eighteen, Duo was tall and broad shouldered, but still lean, only beginning to fill in with the muscle that came with adulthood. He nodded toward the coffeepot and plate of food he was carrying. “Be back in a jiffy.”

      Whiskey watched him cross to the far side of the bar, delivering the plate to a patron and topping off their coffee with practiced ease.

      Moments later, Duo returned, grabbed a clean mug from under the bar, and set it in front of Whiskey.

      “Looks like you’ve got your hands full,” Whiskey remarked as Duo filled the mug.

      Duo chuckled. “Yeah, well, it’s like Pops says.” Lowering his voice, he mimicked a Cajun drawl. “There ain’t no rest for the wicked, which means us Baptistes be extra sunk, ya hear?”

      He winked and set the coffeepot back on its heating plate before pulling a notepad and pencil from his apron.

      “Phew. Okay. What brings you in today? You wanna eat something, or here to talk to Pops?”

      “Both, if possible.”

      “Groovy. Want to hear what Raul added to the fall menu? Or sticking to the usual?”

      “Usual’s perfect, thanks.”

      Duo nodded and turned toward the bar’s service window to call in the order, but before he could, another young man, identical to Duo except for wearing a teal shirt, stepped in front of him and rattled off his own order instead.

      “Two grits, hold the fish on one, extra dirty on the other, a short stack with extra sauce, and pig on the side.”

      Task complete, the teal-clad young man turned, breaking into a wide grin when he saw Whiskey. “Whiskey! You eating in today? Raul’s got some great new⁠—”

      Duo placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “I got him, Tre. But he wants to talk to Pops. Why don’t you make yourself useful for once and go get him?”

      Tre tipped his head. “Why? So you can loaf around? I swear, it’s a good thing I’m here. Ain’t nothin’ would get done without me!”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Duo said, rolling his eyes. “Praise the Light for you and your sacrifices. How blessed we are to witness such greatness.”

      Tre threw his hands in the air. “Finally! Somebody gets it!” He shot Whiskey his own wink. “I’ll have Pops out in just a sec, Whiskey.”

      “Thank you, gentlemen,” Whiskey said, allowing himself a smile.

      As Tre sauntered toward the back hall, another identical young man, this one in a white shirt, emerged carrying a crate of glassware.

      “Move it or lose it!”

      Duo pressed himself against the bar as his other brother passed, flashing Whiskey a grin.

      “Mornin’, Whiskey! You been helped yet, or has lazybones here been too busy clucking like a fat old hen? Raul’s got⁠—”

      Whiskey raised a hand.

      “I’m being well taken care of. Thank you, Uno.”

      “Huh,” Uno said, shooting his brother a side-eyed glance before winking at Whiskey. “There’s a first time for everything, I s’pose.”

      “This coming from the boy who just spent ten minutes grabbing one rack of glasses?” Duo huffed, crossing his arms.

      The brothers exchanged identical looks of mock offense.

      “How dare you!” Duo exclaimed, just as Uno shouted, “You wound me!”

      In perfect unison, they brandished their fists like vaudevillian boxers.

      With exaggerated flair, they launched into a dramatic boxing match, ducking and weaving like old-school prizefighters.

      It ended when Uno dodged a wild haymaker from Duo and retaliated with a towel snap to his brother’s backside. Duo yelped in mock pain as Uno raised his arms in triumph like a heavyweight champion.

      The bar erupted in applause and cheers as the boys took a bow.

      “That’s quite enough, you two!”

      Whiskey turned to see a middle-aged woman.

      Plump, radiant, and with a face made for smiling, Jasmine Baptiste’s green-and-white dress and matching headscarf complemented her warm brown skin.

      “This ain’t no theater!” she admonished, her expression equal parts affection and exasperation. “Want me to tell your father you’re bothering the customers with your antics?”

      “Ah, but Momma, Pops loves our antics,” Uno protested.

      “He’d only be jealous he missed out,” Duo added.

      Jasmine shot Whiskey a familiar wink, then planted her hands on her hips.

      Clearing her throat, she arched a single brow.

      The young men swallowed before, in unison, they broke into the Keystone Cops theme.

      The patrons around the bar erupted into laughter and cheers as the brothers tripped over themselves, scampering off with exaggerated haste.

      “Oh, don’t you start,” Jasmine said, waving her towel about as she stepped in behind the bar. “It’s enough that I gotta live with the circus clowns. Don’t you go encouragin’ them, too!”

      The line only spurred the merriment on further, and by the end Jasmine had made sure everyone within reach had received some measure of her “wrath,” whether by a playful swat with the towel or a mock glare fierce enough to make even the toughest patron laugh.

      Once the commotion finally settled, she turned back to Whiskey with a warm smile.

      “Mornin’, Kin. I hope the boys have been taking good care of you?”

      “Not at all. What does a guy have to do to get a little service around here?”

      Jasmine’s laugh was as refreshing as a spring rain. “No faster way to age than raising triplets, I can tell you that. But they’re good boys.”

      Whiskey felt his smile fade. The pride and love radiating from her aura was a steady, comforting warmth, like a hearth fire on a frosty night.

      It wasn’t the first time he’d noticed the contrast with his own upbringing.

      Her familial warmth was genuine, effortless. And being so close to it sometimes felt like stepping into a home that wasn’t his.

      “Yes,” he agreed quietly.

      Jasmine gave him a once-over.

      “Hmm. Your gris-gris’s running low.” She touched the beaded bracelet on his wrist. “Don’t let me forget to get you another one before you leave.”

      Whiskey shrugged. “No need—I’m fine.”

      “Oh, really?” Jasmine gave him the same look she’d just given her boys, her hand settling on her hip. “So what happened a few weeks ago was just random happenstance? A touch of bad luck? A trick of fate?”

      “I—uh,” he began, glancing around the bar.

      Several patrons had paused to watch the exchange. Jasmine cleared her throat, and the gawkers returned to pretending they were eating. Then she leveled her gaze back on Whiskey. He raised his hands.

      “I’m much more careful these days.”

      Jasmine rolled her eyes, ignoring his response entirely as she steamrolled ahead. “And where have you been these last few weeks? Felix said he called after you were released from the hospital, but you never called back. You know we worry when we don’t hear from you. How many times do I gotta tell you? You’re family, Kinichiro Mononobe. And I’m a busy woman who doesn’t have time for your nonsense. You’re not leaving today to face gods-know-what without proper protection. You get me?”

      “Tell me, Kinichiro,” Passenger interjected, “what age is too old to be treated like a lost cub?”

      Whiskey was about to say something to that effect when he noticed an intense spike of emotion radiate from Jasmine’s aura and froze.

      Was that fear?

      Carefully, he quested his senses toward her and realized she was worried…about him.

      He blinked and opened his mouth to say something, but the words stuck.

      She didn’t have to be—gods knew she had enough on her plate—but he felt it. She cared about what happened to him.

      And that realization made him feel…

      He wasn’t sure.

      “I’m sorry,” he finally said. “You’re right. I’ve been preoccupied with work, and it’s kept me away. I should’ve come by sooner. And thank you for the offer. I won’t leave without a new bracelet.”

      Jasmine’s expression softened, and she patted his hand. “That’s a good boy. Now, you got a birthday coming up, don’t you? Make sure you stop by so we can celebrate you proper.”

      Whiskey started to protest, but bit the words back when he caught the look in her eyes.

      “If only someone had warned you that sharing such details would come back to haunt you,” Passenger said. “Wouldn’t that have been nice?”

      Ignoring the comment, Whiskey bowed his head. “Thank you, Jasmine. I’d be happy to.”

      “Ça c’est bon,” she said, patting his hand again.

      Suddenly wishing he could escape to wherever the boys had gone, Whiskey cleared his throat and gestured toward the bustling diner. “Another packed morning,” he offered lamely.

      Jasmine narrowed her eyes but allowed the subject to change, glancing around the restaurant. “Sho ’nuff. Everyone’s out and about, soaking in the festive atmosphere ahead of the carnaval.”

      “There’s a carnival coming to town?”

      “Not carnival, carnaval,” she corrected. “The Carnaval de Otoño.”

      “Ah,” Whiskey replied, nodding as if he understood. “The Carnaval de…what?”

      Jasmine rolled her eyes.

      “I swear by Bondye and all the Saints, Kin, it’s all anyone’s been talking about. The whole town’s been in a tizzy for the last month! Have you not noticed all the traffic and the gigantic signs saying ‘Under Construction—Designated Carnaval Site’? They even closed down a few of the trolleys to make sure they don’t run through some of the new structures.”

      He shrugged.

      “Guess I missed it.”

      “Folks are already calling it the Mardi Gras of the West, if you can believe that. They’ve been planning it for over a year—millionaires throwing money around, working with churches, neighborhoods, the whole shebang. Between that and the holy celebrations we’ve been organizing, we’re burning candles at both ends. Even Gar’s been swamped.”

      Whiskey nodded. Garfield, their eldest son, handled the night shift and weekends, freeing Felix and Jasmine to focus on their ministry at the Blessed Workers Spiritual Church.

      “Now, I’m not complaining, mind you,” Jasmine went on. “It’s a blessing. Extra business means we can hire a few more hands and help folks fatten their pockets.”

      The call bell dinged behind her.

      “Be right back, shug,” she said, turning to grab plates from the service window.

      Pretending to study the twisting tails carved into the counter—forming a Christian cross beside a Taoist Taijitu with cat’s eyes for inner circles—Whiskey shook his head, sighed, and took another sip of coffee.

      The Baptistes had that effect on him.

      Their kindness was contagious, their joy unshakable.

      In a hard world, they made softness look easy.

      It made him wonder where he fit in a world like that.

      “Oh, I know that look,” came a familiar rumble behind him. “No one carries his worries like ol’ Whiskey the Wolf.”

      The corner of Whiskey’s mouth lifted as he turned to face Felix Baptiste.

      Tall, broad, and barrel chested: if his boys were identical acorns, Felix was the oak they’d fallen from. A well-groomed beard, flecked with salt and pepper, framed his face, and his amber eyes twinkled with warmth. Three scars ran from his right eyebrow to the lower left of his jaw, creasing deeper as he smiled. Despite the years, he still carried himself with the vitality of a man half his age.

      As usual, he pulled Whiskey into a bone-crushing hug. “Been helped yet?”

      Whiskey inclined his head. “Many times over. The hospitality of your family continues to live up to its legendary reputation. I’m humbled and grateful.”

      Felix snorted. “I swear to Legba, Kin. You could just say, ‘I’m good,’ you know.”

      “And deny you the chance to complain? Never.”

      Felix’s booming laugh filled the diner, drawing smiles from nearby tables.

      “Kin,” Jasmine called, bumping her husband with her hip, “you tell me if this old cat gives you trouble, ya hear? I’ll see he’s punished proper.”

      Felix’s grin widened. “Careful, wife. Keep talkin’ like that, and we’ll end up with son number seven.”

      Jasmine’s smoldering glance as she passed had Whiskey clearing his throat and suddenly finding a Star of David with leopard spots deeply fascinating. Seeing his discomfort, Felix laughed even harder.

      “So,” he said, wiping his eyes, “what’s on your mind, cuz?”

      Whiskey hesitated. The warmth in the room made what he carried feel heavier.

      “I’ve been assigned a case,” he said quietly. “One you may be familiar with.”

      The couple’s smiles faded.

      “Best you two talk in your office, Felix,” Jasmine said. “I’ll send Kin’s food there.”

      Felix nodded once. “Come with me, cuz.”

      “Mmm,” Passenger murmured appreciatively. “I do love a good mood killer.”

      Whiskey gathered his file, drained the last of his coffee, and followed his friend past the bustling kitchen, and into a short hallway. The exit leading to a small parking lot waited at the far end, but Felix stopped short of it and turned to a door marked “PRIVATE.”

      The big man opened it and stepped aside, letting Whiskey enter first.

      Pale blue light filtered through high-set security windows, casting the small office in a surreal haze. Dust motes floated lazily through the air.

      The room was utilitarian, a catchall for the Baptistes’ many ventures. Filing cabinets and a desk adorned with family photos lined one side, while neatly labeled boxes of tools and religious foci filled the shelves on the other.

      A mural dominated one wall, depicting a pride of lions surveying a vast wilderness. Two males stood side by side, their eyes fixed on a storm creeping across the horizon.

      Whiskey took his usual seat across from Felix’s desk, watching as his friend touched a photo of a young man wearing a military uniform before settling into his chair.

      In the dim light, the creases in Felix’s face seemed deeper, the weight of his years pressing heavier on him.

      “So…Hallie.”

      The words slipped out before Whiskey could stop them. “I’m sorry I didn’t return your calls sooner,” he said. “I might’ve been able to…”

      Felix raised a hand, cutting him off.

      “Oh stop, Kin. I should’ve come to you like last time. Truth is, I didn’t even know about it myself until the other day. She stopped picking up shifts at the diner, and with everything goin’ on, I…” He shook his head, regret thick in his voice. “That girl’s been in trouble since she was old enough to find it.”

      A faint smile tugged at the corner of Whiskey’s lips. “At least we have experience with this sort of thing.”

      Felix snorted. “I still have a scar from where that yuan-ti cut me. Jasmine gives me grief every time I take my shirt off.” His tone softened. “But you saved those girls, not to mention my dumb ass. I’d’ve been snake food if you hadn’t gotten there when you did. Ain’t nothin’ we can do to make that up.”

      Whiskey shrugged. “Someone once told me friends don’t keep score.”

      Felix chuckled, wagging a finger at him.

      “Lecturin’ a man with his own words is a dirty trick, Kin.” Then his expression sobered. “But you’re right. Thanks, cuz.”

      Whiskey nodded and met Felix’s eyes. “I’ll find her.”

      In the back of his mind, Passenger scoffed. “Oh, good. Promises. Why not declare you’ll end poverty or gain equal rights for all mythics while you’re at it…”

      Felix hesitated, gathering his thoughts.

      “I should’ve been payin’ more attention. When I did find out, I tried talkin’ to George, offered to help, you understand? But the stubborn mule told me to butt out.”

      “Do you think Hallie’s abduction has anything to do with her connection to George and the Saints?”

      Felix’s face darkened. “I have little doubt.”

      “How so?”

      Felix leaned back, glancing at the mural behind Whiskey. The subtle shift caught the light, highlighting the scars cutting across his face.

      After a moment, he sighed and leaned forward again.

      “I’m not certain, but I’ve been told George’s been havin’ trouble with the Saints.”

      Whiskey blinked once. Felix’s twin brother led the Saints of Samedi—a group dedicated to protecting their neighborhood by any means necessary, even if those means fell outside the law.

      “What kind of trouble?”

      Felix’s scars deepened as his face creased with worry. “From what I reckon, the Saints have split. What was one is now two.”

      Whiskey’s eyebrows lifted. “What happened?”

      Felix scratched his beard. “I only know rumors.”

      “I’ll take your secondhand rumors over most people’s facts.”

      Felix exhaled heavily. “What do you know about Bliss?”

      Whiskey stiffened at the name. “Enough,” he said with a grimace.

      Bliss was a magically enhanced psychedelic, notorious for being addictive and dangerous. Magic and non-magic users alike sought it for what some swore was a glimpse into the divine.

      But it came at a deadly cost. Overindulgence often left users in irreversible comas, yet despite Bliss being illegal in most countries, its availability had only grown, baffling law enforcement at every turn.

      Whiskey’s own dealings with Gilgamesh had failed to shed any actual light on Bliss’s supply chain.

      “What does it have to do with the Saints’ split?” he asked.

      Felix shrugged. “From what I heard, everything. George’s methods might be blacker than the juju he works, but he knows that stuff has a way of followin’ you home. He’s always kept the Saints out of the drug trade—even outside their territory.”

      Whiskey nodded, already guessing the rest. “And some of the Saints disagreed?”

      Felix’s gaze sharpened. “Not just any Saint. Isaiah Scott.”

      Whiskey paused. “George’s son-in-law? Isn’t he…?”

      “Hallie’s daddy,” Felix finished. “And the man George was grooming as his successor.”

      Whiskey ran a hand through his hair. Isaiah Scott had been George Baptiste’s second-in-command since long before he’d met the Baptiste family. But as far as he knew, the man worshipped George. So much so that when he’d married George’s oldest daughter, Dina, he’d made sure she and their daughter, Hallie, kept the Baptiste name.

      So what changed?

      “I didn’t realize Isaiah had that kind of influence,” he said.

      Felix frowned. “He’s got plenty of sway with the youngbloods. Started recruitin’ jacket clubs to sell for them.”

      “Using kids to sell drugs?” Whiskey asked.

      A flash of pride mixed with Felix’s anger.

      “George didn’t stand for it. He and Isaiah fought. It was bad. George won. The only thing that saved Isaiah was Hallie steppin’ in. She begged George to spare him. So in exchange for Hallie and the kids movin’ back in with George and Martha, Isaiah was banished.”

      “Do you think Isaiah could’ve taken Hallie to spite George? The scene sounded…extreme. Could that have been Isaiah sending a message? Something like that could start a war.”

      Felix’s brow furrowed, worry etched across his face. “I honestly have no idea.”

      Whiskey nodded and opened the file folder, handing Felix the dispatcher’s note he’d flagged earlier. “There’s something else.”

      Felix scanned it, his mouth falling slightly open.

      “On the night of the abduction,” Whiskey narrated, “police received an anonymous call from a witness. They almost dismissed it as a prank because of the caller’s bizarre claims: a man in a top hat, dark sunglasses, and cotton balls stuffed in his nostrils was the one who showed them to the crime scene.”

      Felix’s eyes narrowed as he read the note again.

      “I’m no expert,” Whiskey said, “but doesn’t that description sound just like…?”

      “The Baron himself tipped off a witness,” Felix finished.

      Whiskey nodded. “What do you suppose that means?”

      Felix’s face scrunched in concentration. Like his brother George, he was a high priest of voodoo, but unlike George, Felix and Jasmine’s congregation prayed to the entire pantheon of Loa.

      “I…I don’t know,” he said at last. “It ain’t unheard of for the Baron to get directly involved in mortal affairs, but he’s normally not so forward.”

      He stroked his beard in thought. “I’ll have to look into it.”

      Felix made an exasperated noise and shook his head. “At first glance, the whole thing’s more suspicious than a politician claiming they’re honest. But the more you look at it, the wobblier it gets. Like those mirages people see when their minds get all dried up and confused. I mean, sure, I can believe the drug stuff. Man’s worse than those flies in that story who died for just a taste of honey. He probably saw how much money Bliss brings in and didn’t want to miss out. But start a war? Isaiah’s never been that way. Before a few weeks ago, I’d’ve sworn he’d die before seeing them fight each other. The Saints are all he’s got.”

      He shook his head.

      “But since Hallie disappeared, he and his people have just been quiet. Holed up in his new place.”

      Whiskey frowned. “He doesn’t strike me as the type to hide.”

      Felix’s eyes widened, and he made a “just so” gesture.

      Whiskey leaned back in his seat.

      A civil war within the Saints would be catastrophic. Each member was a seasoned magic user, many hardened by years of service in the war. A conflict between them and Isaiah’s splinter group could devastate the community.

      Whiskey let out a slow breath.

      The Way was clear.

      A knock at the door interrupted them. Duo entered, carrying a tray laden with eggs over easy, a large slice of ham, a side of hash, a bowl of shrimp and grits, toasted sourdough, and a glass of chilled orange juice.

      Whiskey’s mouth watered, but he hesitated.

      Felix rolled his eyes. “Oh, come on, man. Eat, ya fool, eat!”

      Whiskey took a bite, savoring the rich flavors. “I need to speak with Isaiah,” he said. “And George—before this gets worse. Can you set up a meeting with either of them?”

      Felix made a thoughtful sound. “I’ll make it happen with George. But the Baptiste name don’t mean diddly to the Liberated Saints no more.”

      Whiskey nodded. “Where’s Isaiah now?”

      “Hunters Point. Close enough to be a thorn in George’s side, but far enough out of the Mo’ to stay clear.”

      “Okay. I’ll figure something out with Isaiah while you work on George. Thank you, Felix.”

      Felix waved him off. “If it helps Hallie, it’ll be worth the headache.” He stood, some of his usual energy returning. “You can use my office as much as you need. I’m gonna call George from the church. Maybe the good mojo there’ll help.”

      With that, Felix left, leaving Whiskey alone with his meal and the file.

      He sighed and took a sip of juice.

      At least the food was good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

          MICKEY PICKS UP A FEW THINGS

        

      

    

    
      October 24, 1951

      Bayshore Grocery and Spirits was light on the groceries and heavy on the spirits. Dusty prepackaged foods and rotting produce filled the aisles, but the sturdy shelves boasted an impressive array of liquor—especially the ice chests packed with beer.

      Mickey’s gaze lingered longingly on a case filled with Schlitz, Hamm’s, and Falstaff as Adan Burnam shrugged.

      “I apologize, but that’s all I can recall. I wish it were more, but there you are.”

      “We’re very sorry, Agent McFinn,” added Lamar Burnam.

      With matching taupe skin, large milk chocolate–colored eyes, and chubby builds, the family resemblance between the Pakistani co-owners was unmistakable.

      “But you must understand, it’s hard enough to remember what one had for dinner six days ago, let alone details from six weeks ago. I have trouble keeping track of my keys, let alone our customers.”

      Fighting the urge to reach across the counter and bash their heads together like cymbals, Mickey contorted her face into a polite smile. “I understand, Mr. Burnam. I’m the same way. Lose my head if it wasn’t attached.”

      She tilted said head. “Is there anything you can tell me about Rose, the person? Did she ever come in with anyone else or buy supplies for more than one?”

      Lamar mirrored his son’s earlier shrug.

      Mickey hated that shrug.

      “As we said, it’s hard to say. She was—uh, is, hopefully,” he added with a strained chuckle, “just one of many customers we see daily. You’d have better luck asking people familiar with her.”

      Mickey heaved a sigh. “You’re probably right,” she said, ignoring their not-so-subtle glances as she scanned the store.

      What was supposed to be a simple hunt had become three and a half days of chasing dead ends. Denials stacked on top of denials. Every witness, every gods-damned one, swore they hadn’t seen, didn’t know, or couldn’t recall anything useful.

      She glanced back at the Burnams, noting how neither man met her gaze.

      Good.

      According to Grady’s report, both Burnams had been at the store the night Rose Buffet had gone missing. Their statements to the sheriff had been minimal. They’d seen nothing.

      The report had even more nothing. No follow-ups. No additional notes.

      Needless to say, Mickey had questions.

      Lots of them.

      But like everyone else she’d interviewed, the Burnams hid behind polite smiles and vague answers. It didn’t take a master detective to smell something fishy.

      And she was done playing nice.

      “We’ve been at this for over an hour,” Adan muttered in rapid Urdu, his tone cheerful despite the words. “Why hasn’t she left yet? This woman’s denser than granite.”

      “Careful,” Lamar replied in the same language, his tight smile never wavering. “She’s still a federal agent. You’ll give her something else to ask about.”

      They’d assumed she was FBI, no doubt thanks to the forged ID she’d shown them.

      Adan scoffed. “I could call her a cow with big floppy udders, and as long as I’m smiling, she’ll smile back like the fool she is.”

      On cue, Mickey looked up from pretending to read her notes and gave the men another polite smile.

      Most investigators wouldn’t allow side conversations—especially in another language—but the Burnams didn’t know that.

      They also didn’t know she understood every word.

      Even in a world filled with magical capabilities, a xenogloss—someone who could understand any language—remained rare enough that most people were unaware they existed.

      She tilted her head. “Hmm?” she asked. “I didn’t catch that last part, Mr. Burnam.”

      Adan sighed. “Just asking my father if he needs to sit down. It’s hard for him to stand so long.”

      Mickey nodded, plastering on an apologetic smile. “I understand it’s tedious,” she said. “But they drilled it into us at the academy. Repetition triggers memories you’d otherwise miss. Thanks for hanging in there.”

      Like the tide wearing down cliffs, she’d been eroding their composure. Cracks were starting to show.

      “Now,” she continued, “can you tell me again about the night Ms. Buffet went missing? Did she seem nervous or upset?”

      Adan sighed again. “Like I said, Agent McFinn. I stood at the register. My father remained in the back, going over the ledger for next month’s orders. Ms. Buffet came in, made a purchase, and left. Nothing unusual. She was just another customer.”

      Mickey nodded, jotting down more gibberish.

      “Okay,” she said, voice light. “So Rose left. When did you suspect something was wrong? You’re the one who called the sheriff, right?”

      A vein pulsed at Adan’s temple, but he nodded. “We’d closed up and were leaving when we noticed a car in the lot. I didn’t recognize it until I saw her bag on the ground. I thought it was odd, so I called the sheriff. They came the next day, took my statement, and left. Someone eventually towed her car away. That’s it.”

      “Interesting,” Mickey lied, doodling an unflattering caricature of Adan before glancing at Lamar. “And you’re certain neither of you saw anything else? One moment she was there. The next, she wasn’t?”

      Lamar shook his head. “The parking lot’s on the far side of the building, and it was an exceptionally foggy night, Agent McFinn. We noticed nothing was amiss. I wish we had, but regretfully, we did not.”

      “Of course,” Mickey said, letting the silence stretch as she added a pig nose and curly tail to her sketch.

      Adan clenched his fists.

      “Calm down,” Lamar insisted in singsong Urdu, his smile still locked in place. “She suspects something. Why else would she still be here?”

      Adan sounded like a teakettle letting off steam. “If they see how long we’ve been talking to her, they’ll get suspicious. I’ve told enough. She needs to leave.”

      Mickey’s pulse quickened.

      They?

      Who were “they”?

      Keeping her expression neutral, she asked, “Everything all right?”

      “Our apologies, Agent McFinn,” Lamar said quickly. “The whole incident has left us shaken. We only wish we could be more helpful.”

      Mickey nodded. “Then you won’t mind a few more questions?” she asked, her smile as sunny as ever.

      Lamar looked like he’d swallowed a toad but managed a stiff nod. “Of course not.”

      “Thank you,” she said, turning back to Adan. “So, Mr. Burnam, you contacted the sheriffs. They came, they asked questions, and they left. What happened after that?”

      Adan’s jaw tightened so hard she heard his teeth grind. “That is it.”

      “Huh. Okay. I think I’m getting it,” she said, flipping to a fresh page in her notebook. “Let’s go through it one more time. From the beginning.”

      Adan sucked in a sharp breath, his smile stretched so tight it looked painful. His next words, even if she hadn’t understood them, left little doubt about their meaning.

      “We need to make her leave, Father. If she stays any longer, they’ll think we talked, and it won’t matter! The deputy made it clear: ‘Don’t talk to anyone.’ They’re going to take the store!”

      Mickey’s smile shifted from polite to predatory. “Ah. The sheriffs put you up to this.”

      Lamar’s eyebrows shot up so high she figured they’d have to collect them from the ceiling later.

      “Wh-what do you mean?” he stammered, but she didn’t look away from Adan.

      “I asked you a question, Mr. Burnam,” she said coolly.

      “I—I told you the sheriffs only⁠—”

      “Said, ‘Don’t talk to anyone,’” Mickey finished in perfect Urdu.

      Adan flinched like he’d been slapped.

      Lamar groaned and put his face in his hands.

      “Y-you speak Urdu?”

      Mickey gave him a flat look. “Moo.”

      Lamar found his voice first. “P-Please! We were told not to say anything!”

      “You know interfering with a federal investigation’s a one-way ticket to jail, right? That’s for citizens. Immigrants? It’s worse. Standard procedure is to seize everything. Odds are, you won’t be setting foot in this place again.”

      Mickey, of course, didn’t have the authority to order a pizza in the name of the federal government, let alone seize property.

      But they didn’t know that.

      Adan stared, dumbstruck.

      “I…” He glanced at his father.

      Mickey snapped her fingers, drawing his eyes back to her. “He can’t help you right now,” she said, her voice like ice.

      Adan spoke like someone waking from a bad dream. “The deputy warned us. If we talked, they’d cancel our loan. And now you’re saying we’ll lose everything anyway? How is that justice?”

      Mickey relished the chance to give her own noncommittal shrug. “If you don’t have the decency to help a regular here—a neighbor—then I don’t give a damn about you or your shop.”

      She let the silence stretch until he started to fidget under her glare.

      “Give me something useful, and you’ll never hear from me again.”

      She tucked her notepad into her purse.

      “Or don’t.”

      And she turned for the door.

      “Wait!”

      Mickey stopped and, smothering a victorious grin, cocked her head as she turned back.

      “Like I said,” Adan admitted, shifting uneasily, “I saw nothing—the fog was thick, and you can’t see the lot unless you’re at the doorway.” He glanced at Lamar. “But I heard something.”

      Mickey’s eyes narrowed.

      “What did you hear?”

      “After the woman⁠—”

      “Rose Buffet,” Mickey interjected hard enough to make Adan flinch.

      “Ms. Buffet,” he corrected, “left, I heard motorcycles pull in. A few minutes later, they left. Later, I noticed her car was still there. I checked, saw her purchase spilled on the ground, and called the sheriff.”

      “And you told this to the sheriffs?”

      “Yes. I told them everything,” Adan said. “Then, two days ago, a deputy came in and told us not to say anything if someone asked questions. He didn’t say that person would be a federal agent.”

      Mickey drummed her fingers against her purse.

      Hearing motorcycles isn’t much. But then, why hide it?

      “This deputy,” she said. “Thickset Native kid?”

      Adan blinked.

      “How did—?” He shook his head. “Never mind. I don’t care.”

      Lamar placed a firm hand on his son’s shoulder. “This store is all we have, Agent McFinn. Adan’s told you everything. Now please, leave.”

      Mickey studied them for a moment.

      A small part of her sympathized.

      They weren’t wicked men—just scared. Scared of losing what they’d worked so hard to build.

      But fear didn’t excuse being an obstacle.

      She turned for the door, then paused.

      “One more thing,” she said, pulling out her wallet.
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      The sun dipped toward the horizon, casting a warm golden glow across the Bayshore Grocery and Spirits parking lot as Mickey settled into the driver’s seat of the Super Deluxe.

      She set the six-pack of Schlitz on the passenger seat and rubbed her temples. Her brain felt like someone had wrung it out and nailed it to the wall. Why was the deputy tampering with reports? Intimidating witnesses?

      The obvious answer: Someone ordered him to.

      The Burnams had seen, or in this case heard, something important.

      She sighed, picking up the case folder, already worn thin from constant handling. Each disappearance had occurred weeks apart, with too many similarities to be coincidence.

      All three women had gone missing within a few miles of each other, near East Palo Alto’s pseudo red-light district—Whiskey Gulch.

      With its raucous dance halls, cheap saloons, and countless liquor stores, it was the go-to spot for Palo Alto’s vice seekers. A perfect hunting ground.

      Investigators discovered little evidence at any of the scenes, but there were signs of abrupt departure—a shoe left behind at one, an engraved lighter at another, a spilled bag of groceries at the last.

      Were these women targeted specifically? Or was it simply being in the wrong place at the wrong time?

      Mickey glanced at the parking lot, trying to imagine the night of Rose Buffet’s abduction. If it was as foggy as the Burnams claimed, the two dim security lights wouldn’t have done much to pierce the gloom.

      What were the chances of a random predator seeing Rose through the murk and impulsively deciding to snatch her?

      Slim.

      No. Someone had targeted Rose. But why? Was it as simple as her being a woman who lived alone? Or was there more to it?

      While all three women had been alone when taken, the other two had lived with roommates or family.

      So what was the connection? Was there one?

      A shiver crept down her spine as another thought forced its way into her already crowded mind. The first two women had vanished within a couple weeks of each other. But Rose had been gone for a month and a half.

      Was she too late? Had the quarry already moved on?

      She was about to reopen the folder when movement across the street caught her eye.

      The store sat near University Avenue, a busy thoroughfare cutting through Whiskey Gulch. Evening traffic crawled past, but it wasn’t the cars that caught her attention.

      A large dog sat across the road, silhouetted by the setting sun, positioned so she had to squint to make out any detail.

      Mickey froze.

      It wasn’t a dog. It was a coyote.

      She’d hunted enough of them with her uncles back on the reservation to recognize the classic mix of tan, gray, and black fur. But this one was different. For one, it was huge, and despite the distance, she could see its striking greenish-gold eyes.

      And it was staring right at her.

      The creature sat perfectly still, its gaze unnervingly intelligent.

      Then it tilted its head curiously, and its body began to shimmer with silver light. The glow intensified, dazzling her until she had to blink.

      When she opened her eyes⁠—

      The animal was gone.

      She scanned the street, but the coyote was nowhere to be seen, as if it had never been there at all.

      The car shifted slightly, as if taking on a weight, and Bullet’s voice filled the cab, “Heya, boss.”

      “Did you see that?” she asked.

      “Uh…maybe? Which ‘that’ are you talkin’ about?”

      “The coyote.”

      “Coyote?”

      “Did I stutter? Yeah, the coyote. Across the road.”

      “Uh,” he said, confused. “Is this another one of those weird metaphors? Like the one about the chicken?”

      Mickey rubbed the spot between her eyes. “Never mind.”

      “You got it, boss,” he chirped. “What’s new?”

      “Sounds like our bad guys were riding motorcycles.”

      “Oh good! I’ve already seen a bunch of those. There’s a thousand in this county alone.”

      She sighed. “Yeah, well, I guess it’s better than hundreds of thousands,” she muttered, tapping the steering wheel with the folder. “Damn it. Grady was right. This whole thing stinks.”

      “It ain’t me this time,” Bullet said defensively. “I learned my lesson after the last time you made such a fuss about…”

      “No,” she cut in. “Not you. The case. Something’s going on here.”

      “Oh yeah, sure, of course…uh, whaddaya mean?”

      Mickey rolled her eyes.

      “For one, the bounty’s set at a measly hundred and fifty bucks. That’s laughably low for a case like this. It wouldn’t attract even middle-tier hunters, let alone anyone worth a damn. You know what that means?”

      “That you’re not worth a damn?”

      “What? No! It means, Bullet, that either the county’s broke—which five minutes of driving through town will show it clearly is not—or they don’t want any hunters worth their salt on this contract.”

      “Ah,” Bullet said. “But you are worth the salt.”

      Mickey smiled. “Damn right. That’s why I took the case.”

      “Because you’re the saltiest!”

      Mickey sighed again.

      “Hey, boss?”

      “Yeah?”

      “If this case pays so little, why’d you take it?”

      Mickey shrugged. She’d been asking herself the same thing. With Julian and the Lament pressuring her about late payments, she lacked time for low-reward cases. She was two months overdue. “It was supposed to be quick.”

      “But it hasn’t been.”

      “No.”

      “Which is bad.”

      “Yep.”

      “But you’ve got a lead now. And that’s good.”

      Mickey nodded. “Right.” She glanced at the empty back seat. “Speaking of leads, our young deputy Pomponio’s been strong-arming people to keep quiet. How’ve you been following him this whole time and not noticed?”

      “Sorry, boss, but I haven’t seen him do anything to anyone’s arms.”

      Mickey fought the urge to throw something into the back.

      “No, I mean he threatened the Burnams to keep them from answering questions.”

      “Oh…well, I told you he stopped here the other day.”

      Mickey arched a brow. “You did?”

      “Yeah,” he answered, defensive. “I told you he got groceries! How was I supposed to know he was arm-stronging people while he was at it?”

      Mickey rubbed her face. Bullet was great at what he did, but he was still young, and nuance wasn’t his area of expertise.

      “You’re right, Bullet. That is my fault,” she said. “Though now that we know, I’d bet if we checked every place I’ve been, we’d find similar stories.”

      “Hey…you think? But then how’d you find out about it?”

      Mickey nodded, patting the forged FBI credentials in her pocket. “FBI trumps local cop,” she said, stifling a yawn. “So, what else was the young deputy up to—other than making my life more difficult than it had to be?”

      “Oh you know, not much. Regular cop stuff,” Bullet reported. “Wrote some tickets, talked to people, ate something, stopped at his sex roost, pretty normal. Can we get something to eat?”

      Mickey, halfway through opening the case file, froze. “Sex roost?”

      “Yeah, you know, that place for all the sex.”

      “Bullet, I—” She paused as realization dawned. “You mean a love nest?”

      “Oh, yeah, that’s it! Though, from what I’ve seen, there ain’t all that much love goin’ on in those places.”

      Mickey closed her eyes for a beat, then reopened them with forced calm. “You were saying, Bullet?”

      “Oh, right. He’d been in there a while, and I was getting hungry, so…”

      Her eyes snapped open. “Wait. He’s still there?”

      “How should I know? I’m here with you. Can we get something to eat now?”

      “Bullet, focus. Can you show me where this ‘love nest’ is?”

      “…The what?”

      Mickey tried counting to ten. She made it to four. “The sex roost,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “Oh! Sure thing!”

      She sighed and started the car. “Okay. Show me.”

      “Hey, boss?”

      “Yes, Bullet?”

      “Can we get something to eat first?”
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          WHISKEY MAKES AN ENTRANCE

        

      

    

    
      October 24, 1951

      Crouched behind a narrow chimney, Whiskey watched as grim-faced guards searched the Studebaker. They worked with practiced efficiency, alternating between mundane tools and arcane scanners, unfazed by the shouts and insults hurled by the car’s former occupants.

      “Whoever said crime doesn’t pay obviously never tried selling drugs,” Passenger remarked, as Whiskey observed the two women—both dressed in scandalously revealing outfits—continuing their tirade. “Are you sure you don’t want to consider a career change? The life of crime obviously has its perks.”

      A smirk tugged at the corner of Whiskey’s lips as he shifted his weight, a sharp cramp jolting through his leg before his Gift of Integrity smoothed it away.

      “What? And miss all this?”

      He leaned forward, eyes fixed on the busy guards below, and let his thoughts drift back to earlier that evening.

      After Felix had returned from his call—looking weary but confident he’d secured a meeting with George—Whiskey had driven straight to Isaiah’s new residence in Hunters Point.

      He’d expected something modest. A house. Maybe a secured apartment complex.

      What he found was a fortress.

      Ten-foot-high warded concrete walls ringed an entire hilltop, with a single entry point and a fortified gate manned by sharp-eyed guards. The place bristled with defenses—magical and practical alike.

      Security like that wasn’t cheap. Or casual.

      No one goes to this kind of trouble unless they’re hiding something valuable.

      Or dangerous.

      Which left one question:

      What was Isaiah protecting?

      He trusted Felix’s instincts. If he believed Isaiah wouldn’t betray family without good reason, that counted for something. But trustworthiness was relative. Anyone pushing drugs through disillusioned kids wasn’t exactly a paragon of morality.

      And yet, as Whiskey studied the case file, the facts refused to line up.

      Hallie and the other victim, Jerome Bryant, had last been seen leaving the Choice, a dive bar in the Tenderloin. The anonymous caller had led police to the grisly crime scene, but one detail stuck with him:

      The attackers had chased the victims down, then fled on motorcycles.

      Something about that didn’t sit right.

      Mainly, the Saints were city boys. Motorcycles weren’t unheard of, but they weren’t common either. That they’d suddenly adopted them for ambush tactics felt…off.

      “Because the Saints aren’t bikers doesn’t mean they don’t know how to ride, Kinichiro,” Passenger pointed out. “And if Isaiah didn’t take Hallie, why isn’t he doing more to find her?

      “The obvious answer,” Passenger continued, “he knows where she is.”

      “If the goal was to provoke George,” Whiskey thought as he watched the guards give the all-clear, “why go to such extremes with Bryant? Why not leave him alive to spread the word?”

      The women climbed back into the car. As soon as the heavy gates opened, they sped through, shouting as they disappeared up the winding private road toward the midcentury modern mansion perched on the hill.

      As the gates swung shut, a Blazeon delivery truck rolled forward to take their place.

      Whiskey watched, confirming the guards’ pattern before retreating deeper into cover. He shifted to a more comfortable position, settling in as the last light of dusk gave way to full night.

      “Maybe Bryant fought back,” Passenger suggested. “Isaiah, or whoever he hired, might not’ve had a choice. Saints are voodoo workers, right? And voodoo’s not exactly known for surgical precision. Wouldn’t be the first time one of them lost control and made a mess.”

      Whiskey inhaled, considering, then exhaled through his nose. “I guess we’ll see.”

      Passenger made an impatient sound.

      “Yes, yes, due process, gather evidence, innocent until proven guilty, blah blah blah,” it grumbled. “It’s dark enough now. Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?”

      A grin tugged at Whiskey’s lips. “Why not?”

      Moving silently, he eased from his hiding spot and began his descent, melting into the deepening shadows.

      He slipped into a copse of trees, narrowing his eyes on the chosen entry point—a treacherous section of wall built into the gravelly hillside. Loose rocks, a steep incline, and a twenty-foot rise studded with magical wards made it look damn near impossible.

      Whiskey’s grin turned razor sharp.

      “Okay, Passenger,” he said, triggering Vigilance. “How’s it look?”

      The darkness exploded into crisp detail. Every sight, sound, and scent surged to near-superhuman clarity. For most, the sensory flood would’ve been crippling.

      But Vigilance didn’t just heighten Whiskey’s senses. It gave him absolute control over them.

      He filtered out the irrelevant, narrowing his focus to the landscape ahead. The surge of anima triggered a dull throb behind his eyes, but he barely noticed it.

      “Eighteen wards,” Passenger confirmed. “Same as this afternoon.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Passenger pulsed the mental equivalent of a haughty sniff. “Of course.”

      Whiskey studied the space ahead. Most people wouldn’t notice the faint electric tang of an offensive ward, but with Vigilance, the hidden glyphs lit up like beacons.

      Satisfied, he expanded his awareness beyond the wall.

      Passenger made a thoughtful sound. “Right…now where is…?” A faint crunch of boots on gravel reached Whiskey’s ears. “Ah, right on time.”

      Then came the soft, rhythmic sound of sniffing.

      Whiskey’s jaw tightened.

      “Is that…?”

      “A dog. A big one, by the sound of it,” Passenger replied. “They must bring it out at night—or you missed it. Likely because you never⁠—”

      “Quiet,” Whiskey interrupted, a slow trickle of sweat creeping down his spine as he realized where he was. “I’m upwind.”

      Heart pounding, Whiskey scanned the area, searching for something, anything he could use to cover his scent. If the dog noticed him and started barking, his entire day of planning would go up in smoke.

      But there was nothing.

      He tensed, muscles coiling, ready to bolt as the patrol drew closer. The dog paused almost directly on the other side of the wall from his hiding spot.

      It sniffed once.

      Twice.

      Then—with a soft snort—it moved on.

      Whiskey released his breath in a quiet whoosh, but he didn’t relax.

      “How?” he thought. “As close as we were, it should’ve smelled me.”

      Passenger paused, then said, “Your wrist.”

      Whiskey glanced down. A faint, prickly warmth tingled near his hand. Jasmine’s beaded bracelet shimmered in the dark, its glow almost imperceptible. A slow smile crept onto his face.

      “I’ll have to thank Jasmine.”

      “Please don’t,” Passenger said with a sigh. “She’s already insufferable enough.”

      Satisfied the patrol had moved on, Whiskey slipped from his perch and moved into position. He took a breath. Double-checked the ward placement. Then, like a sprinter in the blocks, he leaned forward and triggered Ambition.

      Anima surged. Strength flooded his limbs, and he took off.

      The incline and loose footing barely registered. As a boy, he’d driven the monks mad, sprinting across the monastery ponds, leaping from lily pad to lily pad before they could sink.

      Now, that same precision guided every step. Each footfall fluid, deliberate, calculated to avoid the deadly obstacle course of wards.

      As he neared the wall, Whiskey leaned in, channeling his momentum into a near-vertical sprint. Halfway up, he launched himself. For a breathless moment, he hung in the air. Then—slap—his hands hit the wall’s edge, fingers locking tight with enhanced strength.

      But instead of pulling up, he froze as a faint hum vibrated through his fingertips—destructive energy licking at his skin in soft, stinging sparks.

      He’d avoided the ward.

      By barely a centimeter.

      “Huh,” Passenger said, as if reading about something only mildly interesting. “Looks like you missed one.”

      Whiskey scowled, adjusting his weight to shift away from the glyph. With Ambition, his magically reinforced strength made the maneuver uncomfortable, but manageable.

      “Me?” he demanded.

      “Hey, you keep saying it,” Passenger said. “You’re the one at the wheel. I’m just along for the ride.”

      With a quiet grunt, Whiskey made sure he was clear, then vaulted over the edge, landing on the leaf-covered ground with silent, feline grace.

      His eyes, gleaming like polished amethysts, swept the little grove.

      He released Ambition and braced for the whiplash.

      As humanity had learned during the Great Revelation, every living thing possessed anima, and with it the potential to wield magic.

      Master Nintai, who had trained Whiskey and overseen the development of his Gifts, taught him to treat anima like a muscle. Infrequent use or overuse led to strain, and if the strain was bad enough, the damage could be catastrophic.

      Thaumaturgic whiplash was that overstrain made manifest.

      Depending on the user’s stamina and experience, whiplash could cause anything from mild fatigue to total collapse. In severe cases, it could induce comas. Even death.

      Like with any muscle, diligent conditioning reduced the risk while improving performance.

      What separated most humans from mythics wasn’t raw power. It was understanding. Training. Discipline.

      As Nintai always said, improvement took time and the will to pursue it.

      Nearly six decades of training and discipline gave Whiskey a higher threshold than most.

      Even so, he was panting like he’d sprinted a hundred yards, and he fought to steady his breath as he scanned the area.

      He’d chosen a section of wall tucked behind dense clusters of California buckeyes, blue gum eucalyptus, and Monterey cypress that formed a man-made forest stretching toward the main house. Decorative crystal-powered lights flickered in and out, casting shifting shadows like a restless dream.

      “At least I was right about one thing,” he thought. “The area’s lightly patrolled.”

      “Congratulations, Kinichiro,” Passenger said. “You are officially halfway to being right as often as a broken clock.”

      Whiskey let a smile tug at his lips as he exhaled and slipped deeper into the trees.

      The grove thinned, revealing a neglected lawn spotted with brown grass and wilted plants.

      Massive security lights flooded the yard in harsh white, throwing long, stark shadows and leaving little to chance. Two guards patrolled near a third stationed at the end of the long driveway.

      Whiskey was about to shift position when Passenger hissed.

      “Wait!”

      He froze.

      “What?”

      “Listen. Do you hear that?”

      Frowning, Whiskey expanded his senses, letting Vigilance stretch outward. He caught only the usual ambient hum of rustling leaves and thrumming of power lines, punctuated by the occasional distant engine, but beyond that…

      “I don’t hear anything.”

      “Exactly,” Passenger said. “Even in a place like this, there should be something—bugs, birds, anything. But listen…nothing.”

      A flicker of unease crept up Whiskey’s spine. He reached for a nearby branch and snapped it.

      The wood crumbled to ash in his fingers.

      “This whole place is…”

      “Dead,” Passenger finished.

      A shiver ran down his back.

      “Has it been Blighted?”

      “No idea. We’d need to study it further before—” Passenger cut itself off. “No time. Behind you.”

      Whiskey strained his hearing and caught it.

      Boots on gravel. Slow. Methodical. And sniffing.

      The dog.

      “They’re coming up the path you came from,” Passenger warned. “Bracelet or no, if they get close, you’ll be spotted.”

      Whiskey’s mind raced as he scanned the grounds. His gaze locked on the house—an elegant fusion of glass and steel. Through its transparent walls, he spotted a long first-floor hallway with private rooms branching off. But it was the darkened second-floor balcony that caught his eye.

      The master suite.

      Behind him, footsteps closed in.

      Then the low grumble of a crystal-powered engine cut through the air. The Blazeon truck rumbled up the drive, and the guard turned, leaning into the open window.

      Now.

      Whiskey didn’t hesitate. He triggered Ambition and bolted. He became a fleeting shadow, a ghost slipping through patches of darkness.

      Halfway across the lawn, the guard began to turn back.

      “Faster, Kinichiro!”

      Whiskey pushed Ambition harder, diving into the moment. His presence blurred to a whisper against the night.

      A flicker of movement caught his eye. The patrol emerged from the spot he’d just vacated, the dog in tow. But instead of scanning the quiet lawn, the guard by the truck turned to speak with the one handling the dog.

      Giving Whiskey enough time to finish his sprint.

      He reached the house and leaped onto a metal frame, scaling it like a ladder. Every motion was precise, controlled. With a last burst, he hauled himself over the balcony railing and vanished into the shadows.

      Made it.

      As a loose pebble, nudged by his boot, tumbled from the edge.

      His breath caught as he watched it fall, wincing at the soft taps it made before settling on the cement below.

      He crouched low, every muscle tight, teeth clenched against the lingering whiplash. Still. Silent.

      Below, the dog’s ears snapped up. It turned toward the balcony, nostrils flaring. Its gaze locked on the railing.

      Whiskey’s heart pounded. A low growl rumbled in the dog’s throat.

      Then…

      “Come on,” the guard muttered, tugging the leash. Oblivious.

      The dog hesitated…then followed.

      Only after they disappeared down the path did Whiskey exhale.

      Relief pulsed through him as the last of the whiplash bled away.

      “Great,” Passenger said. “All that’s left is getting inside, finding Isaiah, and convincing him to talk about the daughter he probably abducted.”

      Whiskey’s amethyst eyes gleamed in the dark.

      “Yeah. Simple.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

          WHISKEY GETS THE PICTURE

        

      

    

    
      October 24, 1951

      Hidden in a shadowed nook on the master suite’s balcony, Whiskey caught his breath as the whiplash ebbed.

      A breeze tugged at his coat as his gaze swept across Bayshore, Hunters Point, and the vast darkness of the bay beyond. The lights of Alameda and Oakland glittered like scattered jewels over an endless abyss, and from below came the restless symphony of a world still turning.

      The moment stirred memories of quiet nights atop the monastery walls, staring at lights just like these. Back then, he’d wondered what lay beyond them.

      Now…

      “You gotta hand it to Isaiah,” Passenger said, tone almost wistful. “He picked a spot with one crackerjack of a view.”

      Whiskey shook his head and looked away. “Not worth it.”

      Passenger gave the mental equivalent of an eye roll. “At least admit the view’s pretty, Kinichiro,” it chided, followed by a long sigh. “Views like this prove that night isn’t just the absence of light. It’s a time for passion. For desire. For action.”

      It let out a low chuckle. “Speaking of which…”

      A teasing sensation—like the faint trace of perfume on skin—brushed Whiskey’s senses. He turned toward the glass door, where a thick curtain veiled the room beyond, and triggered Vigilance.

      The dulcet tones of Ella Fitzgerald’s “Someone to Watch Over Me” drifted through the air, accompanied by the rustle of sheets.

      And a not-so-subtle moan.

      He crept forward, breath steadying as he tested the handle. The sharp edge of whiplash had dulled. The anima he’d spent on entry wasn’t monumental, but it left an ache blooming behind his temples.

      The handle gave with a soft click, and the corner of his mouth twitched.

      Keeping low, careful to minimize the spill of light, he slipped inside and was immediately hit by a wave of thick, heady lust.

      His pulse quickened as Vigilance adjusted his vision, revealing a well-appointed sitting area. Bright orange, green, and yellow furniture clashed with expensive-looking artwork. Ella’s voice crooned from a crystal-powered record player, spinning lazily beside a coffee table lined with neat rows of white powder.

      His smile deepened, twisting and sharpening as the latent lust flooded his senses like blood in the water to a shark.

      With Passion, he could⁠—

      No.

      That would move him off the Way.

      He forced himself to look aside. He was here to talk to Isaiah. To find Hallie.

      Drawing a steadying breath, he tuned out the rising moans and moved past the bar, heading toward the faint orange glow spilling from the open doorway ahead.

      Glancing inside, he saw a massive four-poster bed dominating the adjoining bedroom. From beneath the silk sheets, a shapely leg had slipped free, draping over the edge.

      He confirmed the room was empty aside from its preoccupied inhabitants, then stepped forward.

      The instant he crossed the threshold, a scent rose through the cloying mix of perfume, booze, and cigarettes.

      “Watch out!”

      Reflex overrode thought.

      He called Ambition, flooding his limbs with a surge of anima, and blurred—ducking, spinning, arm whipping around as he triggered Wrath. Rage and fear burst from him in a crackling purple cord, searing through fabric and flesh alike, wrapping around the pistol and the hand holding it.

      Whiskey dismissed Wrath, halting the energy before it severed the hand, and dived forward. His attacker cried out as the gun slipped free.

      Whiskey caught it midair, turned the dive into a roll, and came up with the muzzle leveled at the man’s forehead.

      “Hello…Mr. Scott,” Whiskey panted.

      The entire exchange had happened in near silence. Though it lasted less than a second, the whiplash left him breathless. His hand trembled briefly, but years of practice had built calluses over his soul, and the weapon steadied.

      Isaiah Scott—heir to the Saints of Samedi, leader of the Hunters Point Liberated Saints, and Hallie Baptiste’s father—cradled his burned hand. “They sent you?”

      Only then did the two women in the bed seem to register what was happening. Sheets rustled as they sat up, flawless and very naked.

      “Oh my,” Passenger purred. “Treats.”

      The half-elves—an expensive rarity of mahogany skin and pointed ears—scrambled, forgoing modesty as they tried to put distance between themselves and the man with the gun. Their auras radiated a potent mix of lust and fear strong enough that Whiskey had to grit his teeth just to stay focused.

      Which was why he was just a little slow when one of them opened her mouth to scream.

      Without thinking, he triggered Passion.

      Unlike Gilgamesh, whose training and tenacity had forged his aura into a fortress of will, their defenses were paper thin—eroded by chemicals and undisciplined minds. His will surged toward them like a starving man at a feast, but he caught it just in time. Rather than overwhelming, it struck with the surgical precision of a syringe.

      Their defenses shattered instantly, both women recoiling as if slapped, and the one about to scream snapped her mouth shut with an audible clack.

      Anima surged into Whiskey as their drug-addled wills burst like balloons. His breath caught. A shudder rolled through him, but he was ready for it and didn’t allow himself to linger on the sensation.

      They are not the Way.

      The effect was like ice water on fevered skin. He released Passion.

      “What?” Passenger demanded. “That’s it?”

      Ignoring its complaints, Whiskey stepped forward, pressed the barrel of the gun to Isaiah’s forehead, and thumbed back the hammer. Isaiah’s eyes bulged, nostrils flaring as his pulse hammered at the base of his throat.

      “It would be…” Whiskey rasped, still catching his breath, “most beneficial…for you to remain quiet.”

      For a moment, no one moved. The only sound was Ella’s warm alto drifting through the stillness.

      Whiskey studied the man he hadn’t seen in years.

      Time had taken its toll.

      Isaiah was only in his mid-forties, but the gray threading his stubble and the deepening recession of his hairline aged him by at least a decade. He was still tall, still broad shouldered, but what had once been lean muscle had withered into stringy gristle. A noticeable paunch pressed against silk robes strained at the seams.

      Swirling tattoos, once vivid and sharp, now blurred across aging skin, disappearing beneath folds of fabric. A thick gold chain hung around his neck, its medallion shaped like a snarling tiger resting over his chest.

      Yet it wasn’t Isaiah’s body that caught Whiskey’s attention—it was his eyes.

      Bloodshot. Gray-green. Fever-bright.

      They twitched, unable to hold focus, darting away, snapping back again and again.

      It reminded Whiskey of a jaguar he’d once seen at the San Francisco Zoo. The animal had paced the edge of its enclosure without rest, wearing a trench in the dirt. Entranced, Whiskey had watched it for over an hour—long enough for a bored zookeeper to explain that the cat walked that same narrow circuit every day, stopping only at feeding times. A few weeks later, he read in the Chronicle that the same jaguar had gone berserk, killing a handler and mauling another before being put down.

      Whiskey exhaled the last trace of whiplash from his limbs.

      “Who do you think sent me, Mr. Scott?”

      Isaiah blinked and glanced toward the balcony. “Security said I should post a man there,” he muttered. “Told ’em no. Said my glyphs were warning enough. How’d you know I was there?”

      Whiskey shrugged. “Your cologne. Cedarwood and sage.”

      Isaiah chuckled, shaking his head.

      “I must be gettin’ old. Would’ve caught you five years ago.” He giggled, then winced, cradling his scorched hand. “So, what brings the Mo’s very own private investigator all the way to my bedside, hmm?”

      Whiskey let a small smile touch his lips. “I’m looking for Hallie. Did you take her?”

      Isaiah started to wave his good hand, then froze mid-motion. His face and aura flickered with shock, followed by a flash of fear. “You think I took Hallie?”

      Whiskey kept his expression neutral. “Is it so surprising? With the bad blood between you and George—and all this extra security—someone might suspect you’re hiding something. Or someone.”

      Isaiah’s jaw dropped. Then he burst into hysterical laughter.

      When it subsided, his bloodshot eyes locked onto Whiskey’s.

      “I swear upon all my power and the power granted to me by the Baron hisself that I, Isaiah Rupert Scott, did not abduct my own daughter.”

      The tattoos across his chest and neck glowed red.

      “Happy now?” he asked, sticking the back of his burned hand in his mouth.

      “Passenger?” Whiskey thought.

      “Hmmm?” it answered distractedly, still focused on the women.

      “Focus. Was that what I think it was? Did he just bind his magic with an Oath?”

      Passenger made a disgruntled sound. “Hard to say. His aura’s about as stable as a stick of dynamite. But if I had to guess? Yes. That was an Oath. If he’d lied, his anima would’ve torn itself apart. Since that didn’t happen…he’s probably telling the truth.”

      It pulsed a shrug. “That said, Oaths only bind the letter of the words, not the spirit. Creative liars can get around them easily enough, if they word it right.”

      Whiskey nodded. At best, Isaiah hadn’t abducted Hallie himself—but that still left a whole lot of questions.

      He was about to say as much when one of the women shifted in bed.

      Isaiah flinched like a startled cat. “Get out!” he snapped.

      The women hesitated, confused.

      “I said get out, you gods-damned whores!”

      They sprang from the bed, fleeing into the hall in a flurry of sheets and terrified cries.

      A guard appeared in the doorway, wide eyed. He nearly fell over himself reaching for his weapon when he saw Whiskey holding a gun to Isaiah’s head.

      “Oh, now you notice?” Isaiah screamed. “Shut the gods-damned door! I’m in a meeting!”

      The guard froze.

      With an exasperated growl, Isaiah stormed across the room.

      “What the fuck am I paying you for?” he barked, shoving the man aside and slamming the door in his face.

      Isaiah forced a long breath through his nose. Taking a moment to straighten his robe, he turned to Whiskey and smiled. “You were saying?”

      His eyes fell to the gun in Whiskey’s hand, and he raised an eyebrow.

      “You can put that damned heater away,” he said. “No one’s gonna bother us.”

      When Whiskey didn’t move, Isaiah rolled his eyes.

      “Fine. I swear on my power as long as you don’t harm me, you’ve got nothing to fear from me or my men…” He raised a finger. “Tonight.”

      Again, his tattoos glowed. “There. That better?”

      Whiskey studied the man—the twitching eyes, the sweat-slicked hands, a restless energy he couldn’t quite place burning just beneath the surface.

      From deep within his mind came a low, knowing chuckle.

      “It would seem,” Passenger said, “that some cages don’t need bars to keep the animal inside.” It made a thoughtful sound before adding, “It might be time to put this one down as well.”

      “What can you tell me about Hallie, Mr. Scott?” Whiskey asked, lowering the gun.

      Isaiah snorted. “You break into my house, point my gun at my face, and start asking questions? You’ve got a pair, boy.” Shaking his head, he muttered, “I need a drink. That all right? Can I have a drink in my own damn house?”

      Whiskey shrugged, stepping aside as Isaiah stalked to the minibar. On the way, he yanked the needle from the record player, cutting the music off with a discordant scratch.

      “I’d offer you one,” he said, grabbing a bottle of amber liquor, “but you weren’t invited, so fuck you. You don’t get any.”

      Drink in hand, he crossed to a plush armchair and sank into it. He ran a finger over one of the white powder lines on the table, rubbed it along his gums, then took a long swallow from his glass and dunked his injured hand in a bucket of ice.

      “Now, where were we?”

      “You were about to tell me everything you know about Hallie’s abduction,” Whiskey said, still by the bar.

      Isaiah gave him a sidelong glance. “I take it you already talked to George, since you…” He wiggled his fingers in mock air quotes. “Know so much.”

      Whiskey shrugged. “I wanted to talk to you first. And you’re still dodging the question.”

      Isaiah nodded, as if expecting the answer. “Right, right,” he muttered, gaze drifting. “Things haven’t been…” He grimaced, though either from the ice or a memory, Whiskey couldn’t tell. “It’s all George’s fault.”

      Whiskey crossed his arms. “You want to elaborate on that, Mr. Scott?”

      Isaiah’s face twisted into something ugly.

      “The old son of a bitch’s always blabbin’ to anyone who’ll listen about who he is. About how important his damned family is. As if he knew a damn thing about them. If he did, he’d realize my girl doesn’t take to being ordered around like one of his wife’s lapdogs.

      “But George? His mind’s like dried cement, stuck in its ways.” Isaiah snorted. “The moment he told her she couldn’t see me? That’s all she wanted to do.”

      “And you let her?”

      Isaiah gave Whiskey a contemptuous stare.

      “Boy, you hard a’ hearin’? I learned a long time ago. It’s best to let that girl do what she wants and just keep the damage down. I got a pad in the Tenderloin. She’d stay the night, head home in the mornin’. It was fine.”

      “Were you planning to meet the night she was taken?”

      Isaiah’s gaze went distant as he swirled his drink. He gave a small nod. “After I took care of some business. I told her I’d be late, but she said she’d wait it out at the Choice. I sent Jordy to keep an eye on her, but…”

      His voice trailed off.

      It took Whiskey a beat to piece it together.

      “Jordy?” he asked. “As in Jerome Bryant, the other victim? He was one of yours?”

      Isaiah shot him a look, weary and edged with irritation. “You think I’d let my daughter, barely eighteen, go to bars alone? She said he was cute. And with the trouble she’d been getting into lately, I had him watching her since…since…”

      “Since he brought one of the tightest-knit criminal organizations in the city’s history to the brink of civil war,” Passenger offered.

      “Since you and George…went separate ways?” Whiskey asked aloud.

      Isaiah’s expression hardened as his gaze met Whiskey’s. “And who are you to judge me?” he snapped. “You think word hasn’t gotten out about your little excursions, you fucking dwimmer? People are gonna get high, whether it’s from me or the next guy. If you can’t see that, then fuck you. I’m gettin’ mine.”

      He glanced down into his glass and muttered, “Sure as hell, I’m getting mine.”

      Whiskey let the silence breathe a moment, then asked, “Do you know who took her, Mr. Scott?”

      Isaiah wiped the corner of his eye.

      “You want a drink, Whiskey? Maybe a whiskey drink?”

      He took another sip, then snorted and broke into a fit of giggles.

      “Enough of this, Kinichiro,” Passenger said, letting out a disgusted sound. “His aura’s all over the place. Use Passion and crack him open like an egg.”

      Whiskey thought it sounded halfway reasonable, but kept his voice purposefully professional as he said, “This is serious, Mr. Scott.”

      Isaiah lurched to his feet, upending the bucket and sending ice water splashing across the floor.

      He hurled his glass at the wall. It shattered, knocking a painting off its hook. The painting hit the floor with a crash, taking a side table and everything on it with it.

      “You don’t think I fucking know that?” he roared. “The Baron hisself couldn’t make me take this more serious, you hear me?”

      The name sent a ripple through Whiskey’s memory. He recalled the note from the dispatcher.

      “Speaking of the Baron,” he said, continuing as if the outburst had never happened, “a witness reported being led to the scene by a man in a top hat, nose stuffed with cotton.”

      He let the silence sit.

      “Sound familiar?”

      Isaiah, who had started toward the fallen table, froze midstep. His head snapped toward Whiskey like it was on a swivel. “What?”

      “The witness who reported the abduction,” Whiskey said. “They claimed they saw someone who looked like a dead ringer for Baron Samedi. Said he led them to the scene, while it was happening.”

      His voice stayed calm, measured, but he narrowed his eyes for emphasis. “Now tell me, Mr. Scott. Why would the patron of your entire operation do something like that?”

      Isaiah scoffed.

      “How the hells should I know what the Baron be up to?” His accent thickened as he spoke of the Loa. “Do I look like his keeper? Bliss be makin’ people see all sorts of divine shit lately. Maybe he just saw someone got the eye and stopped to say howdy. You even sure it was him? Coulda been some weirdo blister tellin’ tales.”

      Whiskey folded his arms. “Let’s say it really was the Baron. Hypothetically. You think he’d be pleased with a civil war breaking out among his followers?”

      “Pshhh.” Isaiah waved him off. “The Baron only cares about four things: death, mischief, cigarettes, and a good daffy o’ rum.”

      He bent down to pick something from the wreckage.

      “Let me ask you something, oh brilliant detective,” he said, turning back toward Whiskey. “How do you know this ain’t George’s move? This whole thing could be a setup; his excuse to start the war he’s been wantin’.”

      He began pacing, words speeding up as they built momentum. “Yeah! He knows his men don’t want beef with my brothas, so he killed Jordy and snatched Hallie to make it look like I did it. Throw folks off the scent. And by the time anyone looks his way, he’s already bringin’ fire.”

      He pointed the object at Whiskey like it was a weapon. “Well, he ain’t catchin’ my Liberated Saints unawares. If it’s war he wants, we got plenty for him!”

      Then, as if finally realizing what he held, Isaiah froze. His gaze dropped to the item, which turned out to be a small picture frame. He stared at it for a long moment, then whispered, “Oh. Baby…”

      Tears welled. His hands trembled as he ran his fingers over the glass, like he was trying to memorize the image beneath. He trembled violently, something breaking apart, crumbling at the edges.

      Whiskey watched as the feared, dangerous criminal wept, wracked with guilt and terror.

      And he felt…

      He wasn’t sure.

      But it sent a shiver running up his spine.

      Isaiah wiped his eyes with his sleeve. When he spoke, his voice was hollow. “I’m done with this conversation,” he said. “Get the fuck out of my house.”

      Whiskey sighed. “I have a meeting with George tonight. Can I get your word you’ll let me dig into this before you do something rash?”

      Isaiah kept his eyes down. “They think they can use me as a pawn?” he muttered. “Fine. If it’s games they want, I got somethin’ for ’em. And if the old cat wants in, there’s plenty to go around.”

      “Mr. Scott, please listen.”

      Isaiah shook his head like a dog shaking off water. “No. You listen.” He met Whiskey’s eyes, and again Whiskey was reminded of the jaguar at the zoo. “Either you find Hallie fast, or the Liberated Saints wipe out the old and bring in the new. You hear? I will get my girl back,” Isaiah growled, “even if I have to burn this whole damn city to the ground.”

      Whiskey didn’t blink. “I need time to work, Mr. Scott.”

      “Then best get a move on, Investigator,” Isaiah snapped, slamming the picture frame onto the bar. The glass cracked with a sharp pop. “You got a job to do.”

      The fractured glass shifted, catching Isaiah’s reflection.

      For a moment, Whiskey didn’t move. He just stared at the man through the broken pane, his face split, distorted, unrecognizable.

      Maybe it was the latent lust, or that he’d cut Passion off so soon, but when Passenger spoke, Whiskey felt the words as much as he heard them.

      “He’s vulnerable,” it said.

      Whiskey’s heartbeat sped up.

      Passenger was right.

      With his emotions scattered to the winds, Isaiah would be easy prey.

      And he was Hungry.

      Then the glass shifted again, and Whiskey saw what lay beneath the reflection: a photo of a younger, smiling Isaiah hugging a four-year-old Hallie.

      They looked…happy.

      A sudden image of the Baptistes sprang into his mind. Of Felix and the triplets. Of the easy joy, the sense of absolute belonging they cultivated. As natural as a forest producing oxygen.

      The thought sat strangely in his mind.

      He frowned.

      Isaiah Scott was a potential threat to many, many lives.

      But he was also a father.

      A father terrified for his missing daughter.

      Hallie.

      The reason Whiskey had taken the case in the first place.

      Feeding on him would be indulgence.

      And indulgence was not the Way.

      It took some effort, but Whiskey forced himself to look away.

      He took a long, intentional breath.

      “You’re right,” he said quietly. “I do.”
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      With its layered history and rich blend of cultures, the eight-block square tucked southwest of Nob Hill, west of Market Street, and north of Mission, the Fillmore District wasn’t particularly nice, clean, or even safe. It was chaotic, wonderful, terrible, and utterly impartial. A world all its own.

      And at night, the otherworldly glow of neon and phosphorescent lights slid over her like a slinky black dress. Blemishes blurred. Temptations gleamed. The worn coquette transformed into the wild, seductive goddess. She didn’t give a damn if you were human or mythic. Flash some green and come to swing, and she was yours.

      Locals called her the Mo’.

      Whiskey brooded as he moved through the ever-crowded Post Street. The air was cool and crisp, but fatigue was starting to gnaw at him. His talk with Isaiah, and the drain from an aborted use of Passion, had left his mind sluggish, his soul worn thin.

      The need to defend one’s kin made sense.

      Whiskey was old enough to understand that the instinct often superseded the need to defend oneself, one’s territory, or nearly anything else. It was fundamental. A piece of conditioning built into every procreating species to ensure the next generation endured.

      It was that same instinct that had led to his placement in the monastery. To his Purpose.

      Isaiah’s behavior, however, made considerably less sense.

      The grief, the drinking, the anger, the threats. Each was understandable on its own. Together they formed a picture Whiskey couldn’t quite reconcile.

      Which meant he was missing something.

      And until he discovered what that something was, Isaiah Scott remained both less suspicious and considerably more concerning than before.

      He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, dabbing sweat from his brow and pointedly ignoring the tremor in his hands as he took in his surroundings.

      Ultimately, it didn’t matter. Not right now.

      What mattered was getting through this conversation with George.

      On a good day, the clashing and mingling of so many auras would be tolerable. White noise. But in his current state, it was like driving through a tunnel in a convertible.

      “You know what I hate about you?”

      Whiskey sighed. “I stopped counting a long time ago,” he thought, weaving through the line outside Club Alabam, where bebop spilled into the street. The marquee flashed names like Gillespie, Parker, and Holiday.

      “For someone born to live outside the rules,” Passenger continued, as if Whiskey hadn’t spoken, “you allow yourself to be caged like any other animal. Take this walk, for instance. Here you are slogging through a street full of prey you refuse to touch, even though your anima’s a quarter depleted, just because George Baptiste told you to take this route.”

      Whiskey shrugged. “It’s a simple ask—and a smart one. It shows George I’m willing to play by his terms and gives him plenty of warning that I’m coming.”

      He let a group of club-goers pass, then used Vigilance to extend his senses a few blocks behind him. The two men tailing him wove through the crowd. Shifting focus to the rooftop of a club called the Favor, he caught the glint of telescopic lenses. Binoculars. A third observer.

      “If by ‘terms’ you mean ‘control,’ and by ‘warning’ you mean ‘setting up an ambush’ because he’s the one who took Hallie and wants to silence anyone closing in…then I guess we agree.”

      Whiskey rolled his eyes. “Either way, I still need to talk to George to get a clear picture. Unlike Isaiah, whose security is still getting established, George has had two decades to prepare. Sneaking in and forcing him to talk isn’t an option.”

      “And so you’re sure George isn’t behind this entire scheme himself?” Passenger pressed. “Isaiah’s obviously unstable, but who’s to say what he told you wasn’t true and George is behind the girls’ kidnapping? You’re just going to walk into his lair, filled with his most loyal killers, and start asking questions? How do you think that’s going to turn out, Kinichiro?”

      Whiskey raised an eyebrow. “You trust Isaiah?” he asked. “After that conversation?”

      Passenger pulsed an eyeroll. “I’m not an idiot, Kinichiro. Of course I don’t trust him. But I’m also not foolish enough to throw away everything he said. And neither are you.”

      Whiskey dipped his head in acknowledgment. “And I still have a hard time believing he would kill one of his own,” he thought. “If for no other reason than it’d cost him one of his most loyal followers—right when he needs every ally he can get.”

      “And you have to appreciate the way the man is finding an outlet for his grief,” Passenger said before pointedly adding, “unlike some people.”

      “We all handle stress differently, Passenger,” Whiskey thought, a small grin touching his lips. “But back to your original point—I’m struggling with Isaiah’s theory because, above all else, George sees himself as a protector of his territory—and that includes the people in it. Especially his family. He’s not shy about violence, but I don’t think he’d use Hallie to get revenge on Isaiah. She’s the reason he let him live in the first place.”

      Passenger said nothing, which Whiskey took as a good sign.

      George Baptiste, like his twin brother Felix, was bold, charismatic, and devoted to his cause. He’d earned a reputation as a pillar of his community. But where Felix had built his name on trust and respect, George had chosen another path.

      Through sheer cunning and ruthlessness, he’d built the Saints of Samedi into a gang that controlled everything from California to Grove, between Divisadero and Franklin. Racketeering, smuggling, and prostitution were their bread and butter. Fear and oppression were their weapons.

      A burst of laughter nearby pulled Whiskey back to the present, and he stepped aside to avoid a cluster of club-goers spilling onto the sidewalk.

      “All right,” Passenger said at last. “Then at least go into the meeting on a full stomach.”

      Whiskey scanned the group of young men. High on drink, neon, and night, they barely noticed him.

      “What you sipped from those elves was nowhere near what you should have taken,” it said.

      Passenger wasn’t wrong. The incident had left a gnawing hollow in Whiskey’s chest, and these young bucks’ emotions were completely unshielded. None had any real anima discipline, and alcohol-infused lust radiated from their auras like heat from a furnace in a cool room.

      “It won’t take long,” Passenger continued. “And you, of all people, should know how fickle humans get when emotions run high. Isaiah was a wreck, and he’s supposed to be the stable one. These people are bracing for war. You should be ready.”

      With Passion, he could twist any of those emotions and take what he needed.

      And he needed their anima.

      He should⁠—

      “No,” Whiskey said, sharper than he intended, and several in the group jumped, their surprise edging toward fear.

      And it didn’t help that their angry annoyance joined the mix.

      Whiskey’s heart sped up.

      It was more than a little enticing.

      But he exhaled sharply, crushing the impulse before it could take hold.

      “No,” he thought. “They’re not the Way. Finding Hallie before this spirals into an all-out gang war, however, is.”

      “But—”

      He cut Passenger off with a shake of his head.

      This was not productive.

      Mumbling apologies, he pushed past the group. He felt their confused glances on his back, heard a few call out halfhearted insults, but he picked up his pace.

      “I’m fine,” he muttered. “But your incessant worrying is distracting. So either be quiet and let me work, or be quiet and help. Either way, be quiet.”

      Passenger pulsed the mental equivalent of crossed arms, but it did go quiet.

      For a few steps, at least.

      Though when it did speak again, its tone had shifted from prodding to wary.

      “It just got awfully quiet around here.”

      Whiskey slowed, scanning his surroundings. The usual buzz of the Mo’ had vanished. No music. No chatter. No laughter. Just the crunch of his shoes on the pavement.

      He stopped at the intersection of Post and Steiner. Shops and clubs that should’ve been open were dark. Windows shuttered. The entire street had gone still, as if someone had shut off the flow of humanity.

      Glancing over his shoulder, he spotted the two men who’d been tailing him. They’d stopped at the last intersection, lingering just outside the crowd, making no move to follow.

      “And you’ve picked up a few more sets of eyes,” Passenger added. “Inside the locksmith a few doors down…and another from the roof of Winterland.”

      Fighting the urge to scratch the spot on his chest where a sniper’s sights might be trained, Whiskey kept his pace steady as he headed for the bulky silhouette of the Winterland Auditorium—the heart of the Saints of Samedi’s power.

      Usually a catchall for live events, the old auditorium and ice rink was a hulking structure of no particular distinction. Tonight, like the rest of the street, it stood dead.

      Under a rust-stained awning, he reached a side door marked “RINK CLOSED” in bold black letters. Without hesitation, he opened it and stepped inside.

      The moment he crossed the threshold, something lunged from the shadows. Passenger yelled a warning, but Whiskey was already moving. He triggered Ambition—speed and power surged through his limbs.

      He darted toward the nearest wall and called Wrath. The energy whip snapped through the dark, coiling around the attacker’s neck. With a sharp tug, he yanked, and the figure’s head popped off, clattering to the floor.

      It wasn’t until Passenger burst into laughter that Whiskey noticed the plastic jack-o’-lantern face grinning up at him from where it had rolled to a stop.

      He groaned. The “attacker” was a scarecrow in a flannel shirt and straw hat, one limp arm clutching a pumpkin bucket filled with candy. A laminated sign dangled from its wrist:

      WELCOME TO WINTERLAND’S WACKY HAUNTED HOUSE!

      Looking around, he saw the entire lobby decorated in cute, kitschy Halloween frippery. Signs welcomed patrons to the Spooooky Snack Shack.

      “Threat neutralized,” Passenger chortled. “Oh wait…there are some of those stupid laughing bats by the soda fountain. Take those out too!”

      The scarecrow tipped over, collapsing into a pile of cloth, wire, and bunched-up newspaper stuffing.

      Panting, Whiskey resisted the urge to put his face in his hands and, pretending the heat in his cheeks didn’t exist, gathered what dignity he could and swept his gaze across the lobby.

      Cheap cardboard cutouts, dangling strings of plastic bats, grinning pumpkins, and other gaudy decorations in every shade of orange littered the space. He sniffed, catching something beneath the layers of buttered popcorn, carpet cleaner, and spilled snacks.

      Soap and lit cigarettes.

      “Smell that?” he thought, eyes shifting toward the far side of the lobby.

      “Ah, yes,” Passenger murmured, amusement mellowing. “Greeters.”

      Whiskey followed the scent, the threadbare carpeting muffled each step as he wove past timeworn columns, faded drapery, and curling posters for upcoming attractions.

      The closer he drew to the lobby, the heavier the air became. The faint hum of tired electric lights swelled, drowning out all other sounds.

      Ahead, shadows didn’t just gather—they bloomed, pooling in corners, crawling up walls, clinging like ink suspended in still water. They didn’t dim the light; they devoured it.

      Whiskey paused at the threshold. One more step and the darkness would swallow him whole. Passenger chuckled again, but the sound had changed. The earlier amusement was gone—replaced by something deeper.

      Heavier.

      Menacing.

      A slow grin crept across Whiskey’s face. He adjusted his coat, eyes narrowing on the dark ahead.

      Then he stepped forward and triggered Vigilance.

      His eyes gleamed violet as his Gift mapped the corridor in layers: sound, subtle motion, the cold edge of practiced will. The world didn’t brighten, but it clarified. Contours emerged. Pressure points aligned. Everything slid into place.

      He strolled with the ease of a man walking in broad daylight, pace casual and unhurried as he headed straight for the two men stationed at the far end.

      Both were enormous, though in unique ways. The one on the left had blockish features and a frame so massive doorways must have been a daily hassle. He looked less like a man than a statue carved from obsidian.

      The one on the right was shorter, but no less imposing. His bulk spoke of brute strength wrapped in thick fat, each breath wheezing like a bellows struggling to keep pace with its own mass.

      Even with the corridor’s generous width, standing shoulder to shoulder, they filled the space—blocking the only door.

      As Whiskey approached, two faint red glows floated in the dark. It took him a moment to realize the fat one had slipped on a pair of small glasses with circular red lenses. To his left, the larger man’s eyes caught the ambient light and glinted—tapetum lucidum flashing silver-white in the black.

      “These two won’t have any trouble in the dark either,” Passenger noted.

      The fat man raised a meaty hand, signaling him to stop. Whiskey obliged, halting five strides away.

      “Good evening,” he said. “I⁠—”

      “We’re closed,” the fat man interrupted. His voice was oddly high pitched for his size.

      Whiskey inclined his head but continued politely. “Thank you. I’m aware. I have an appointment with George.”

      Even in the dark, Whiskey saw the speaker turn to his partner. “Don’t know nothin’ about no meetin’,” he said theatrically. “How about you, Smiley? You hear anything like that?”

      The larger man made a low, rumbling noise, and Whiskey caught a faint reflection against the speaker’s teeth.

      “Smiley says he ain’t heard nothin’ neither. So why don’t you take yo’ skinny nip ass and git.”

      “Oh,” Passenger purred. “The kitties want to play. Wonderful.”

      Whiskey’s smile didn’t falter. “I’m here on family business. Felix Baptiste set up the meeting.”

      The fat man crossed his arms. “You got proof, Mr. Nip?”

      “If you take a moment to inquire, I’m sure you’ll find George is expecting me. I don’t mind waiting.”

      The man laughed, a high, grating sound. “Is that so? And who may we say is callin’? Should we stick with Mr. Nip?”

      Whiskey let his smile widen. “Whiskey Mononobe.”

      The laughter cut off immediately.

      “Never heard of ya,” the man said. He tried to play it off with a shrug, but the spike of fear in his aura betrayed him. “And even if I had, you could say the Baron hisself made a reservation—but unless the boss told me you’re good, me and Smiley here ain’t lettin’ you through.”

      He slid a hand into his jacket. “So best hit the bricks, Mr. Nip, or I let Smiley”—he tilted his head—“do his thang.”

      “Oh dear,” Passenger murmured. “I do believe these men have threatened your life, Kinichiro. And correct me if I’m wrong—but doesn’t self-defense sit perfectly upon the Way?”

      Whiskey didn’t move.

      He didn’t have to.

      Pupils narrowing to slits, he triggered Passion—and this time, he didn’t hold back.

      Both men staggered, bracing as if against a sudden, invisible gale, as Whiskey’s will crashed over them like a tidal wave.

      Even so, to Whiskey’s surprise, the fat man resisted.

      Muscles clenched, teeth grinding, he dug in. Whiskey’s will rolled over him rather than through—like trying to push a boulder through thick mud.

      “Hngh,” Passenger grunted. “The fat one’s slippery. Talented—or maybe some kind of protection.” Its voice took on a murderous edge as it chuckled. “But the other…”

      Whiskey’s attention shifted, and his grin turned predatory.

      The bigger one—Smiley—was less protected.

      Whiskey’s will clung to his aura like acid, eating through layer after layer of resistance. He sensed the man’s surface emotions: courage, loyalty, a deep love for family and friends.

      Nothing I can sink my teeth into.

      So he went deeper—to the core—where base instinct overrode thought.

      And there, he found them.

      They were faint, like flames in a poorly ventilated room, but all they needed was air.

      Insecurity born of fear.

      Resentment rooted in rage.

      Satisfaction oozed from Passenger as Whiskey’s will threaded deeper into Smiley’s aura, turning both emotions squarely toward his partner, Slim.

      And fanned the flame.

      Slim was always addressed first. Slim was the smart one. Smiley was always second. Always overlooked. The quiet one. The slow one.

      And it would always be that way.

      Exactly as he feared.

      The younger man’s resistance crumbled as rage burst forth—raw and explosive. Smiley’s reason disintegrated under it, wiped clean, his personality temporarily erased by the strength of his emotions.

      And Whiskey fed.

      Smiley’s anima poured into him, sweet and overwhelming, like rain on drought-stricken earth.

      Whiskey flicked a contemptuous wrist at the fat man. “Hold him.”

      Slim gasped, scrambling for the weapon inside his jacket.

      He wasn’t fast enough.

      Smiley caught his wrist in a crushing grip, pinning it before he could draw. The scream that followed reminded Whiskey of a pig on its way to slaughter as Smiley hurled him hard enough to dent the drywall and knock his glasses askew.

      “Make him quiet,” Whiskey said.

      Smiley shoved his fingers into Slim’s mouth.

      The fat man bit down hard, but Smiley didn’t even flinch. He stared, blank and unblinking, as blood trickled down his partner’s jowls.

      “If he makes another sound,” Whiskey murmured, violet eyes cold as the grave, “kill him. Then yourself.”

      Slim shuddered.

      Then stilled.

      Whiskey breathed deep, letting the anima soak through him.

      It felt good. Really good. Like everything would be all right, so long as he didn’t stop.

      A low grunt pulled his attention back to Smiley. The huge man shook with exertion, already straining as he was drained. He wouldn’t last much longer.

      Whiskey’s eyes shifted to Slim. He could feel the rage—buried, but burning—despite the man’s protected aura. If he wanted, he could take him too.

      But he didn’t.

      Not yet. One thing at a time.

      He searched their pockets, stripping them of weapons. In Slim’s coat, he found a small dreamcatcher-like talisman woven with cat claws.

      “A warding charm,” he thought.

      “It’d be a downright shame if something happened to it,” Passenger mused.

      Whiskey crushed it with a flash of Ambition fueled by Smiley’s anima.

      Red flickered in Slim’s eyes. He sagged as accumulated whiplash struck, and the magical darkness vanished.

      Now able to see, Whiskey studied them.

      Smiley was huge. Nearly a foot taller than Whiskey, with coal-black skin, a bald head, and a suit that could have fit a school bus. Veins stood taut in his neck as he bared his teeth at his partner, even as his massive frame sagged from the loss.

      Slim was older, with dark chocolate skin, cropped salt-and-pepper hair, and a gold hoop glinting in one ear. He made a pitiful whimpering sound as he slumped upright, barely conscious, held in place by the mountain of a man.

      And something new stirred beneath the rage and fear of the moment, wafting through the bond between Whiskey and the older man.

      Whiskey crinkled his face in disgust.

      Despair.

      It threaded through the man’s aura, staining everything it touched.

      This man knew grief. Knew loss.

      That, in and of itself, was hardly surprising. The emotion was familiar. Humans who lived as long as Slim often carried deep reservoirs of both. Whiskey did not like despair. Not only could he not feed from it, he’d had his fill of it during the war.

      The thought brought unwelcome memories.

      He pushed them aside and was blindsided by insight. The realization came unbidden, uncomfortable in a way he couldn’t quite explain.

      The source of Slim’s despair wasn’t directed inward. The man did not despair for himself. He despaired for the people he had failed.

      It made him pause, pulling him back from the euphoria of the feed. Something about this mattered.

      But what?

      Why?

      Then he understood.

      Slim wasn’t just worried about anyone. He was concerned for how this failure affected his leader. A man he loved and admired.

      George.

      Whiskey was here to speak with George. The man was waiting for him. And killing these two would almost certainly hinder that conversation, upsetting George and the rest of his Saints and placing an avoidable obstacle between Whiskey and his objective.

      The thought cut through the haze of Passion.

      Whiskey looked at the two men again.

      The once-formidable pair had been reduced to trembling wrecks.

      And he felt…

      He wasn’t entirely sure.

      But he knew they were finished. No longer threats. Removed from the Way.

      He clenched his fists. He didn’t want to. By all the gods, he did not want to.

      But he released Passion.

      Both men dropped, boneless.

      The whiplash slammed into Whiskey. Pain stabbed behind his eyes, blurring his vision to gray. His head pounded, his heart hammering like he’d sprinted half a mile with Slim on his back.

      “What is wrong with you, Kinichiro?” Passenger practically screamed. “You know better than to let something go before you finish. It’s not just wasteful. This happens. Fix it. Finish what you⁠—”

      “No,” Whiskey thought, as he shoved himself off the wall.

      His legs buckled. He staggered, nearly fell, then forced himself upright. His vision swam. His breath caught⁠—

      Then steadied.

      He pushed the door open.

      As it closed behind him, the headache dulled—still brutal, but bearable.

      He needed to move.

      Drawing a deep breath, he scanned the next room, the part of his mind that had recovered surprised to find no traps. No ambush.

      He stepped forward, each stride stronger than the last, until he reached a stairwell marked “AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.” It led downward, out of sight.

      Quietly, he descended.

      At the bottom, he found a wide door.

      He grimaced, not thrilled at the idea of using another of his Gifts after taking such brutal whiplash. Still, he hardened his resolve and triggered Vigilance.

      Immediately, he picked up the soft strains of “You Always Hurt the One You Love,” by the Mills Brothers, drifting through a haze of voices.

      A lot of voices.

      Whiskey took a moment to consider. Maybe it was the lingering effect of Passion, or his brain still ramping back up from the whiplash—but he wasn’t interested in turning back now. With a quiet breath, he dismissed Vigilance, straightened his suit, and stepped inside.

      The stench hit him all at once—smoke, rum, and blood—and Whiskey peered through a red-tinged haze as men in black suits rose, faces hard, guns already raised.

      A faint smile touched his lips as twelve sets of reflective cat’s eyes turned toward him. Glancing around the seating area as if a dozen barrels aimed at his chest were beneath notice, he took in the many talismans and symbols—scrawled in what could only be blood—covering the walls, then let his focus settle on the man seated at the back of the room.

      “Hello, Mr. Baptiste,” he said, his voice steady as it carried over the music. “I believe we have an appointment.”
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          MICKEY GETS FLASHED

        

      

    

    
      October 24, 1951

      Mickey jolted upright.

      Movement.

      She raised her Fleischburg-enhanced night specs, a compact set of binoculars etched with intricate runes, and activated the device, feeling the faintest tug on her anima.

      A burst of white, like a flashbulb’s glare, flickered across her vision—but instead of blinding her, it sharpened the Stanford Motor Inn’s parking lot, a hundred yards away, into crisp focus.

      Just outside the university campus, the motel formed a narrow U around a dark, mostly empty parking lot tucked into its central alcove.

      Frowning, Mickey pushed more anima into the specs, dialing up the magnification like a hyper-charged telescope.

      Which gave her a crystal-clear view of an opossum slinking toward a dumpster.

      She sighed. “You’re sure this is the right place?”

      Chewing sounds from the back seat paused.

      “Yes, boss. For the fourteenth time, this is where I followed him,” Bullet replied, voice muffled. He made a loud gulping sound, then continued. “And before you ask—yes, the woman’s still there, yes, I could hear her, and no, I can’t see what she’s doing because the curtains are drawn. You sure you don’t want any of this sandwich?”

      Mickey blinked. “Sandwich? Where’d you get a sandwich?”

      “Found it in the dumpster when I checked the room earlier,” Bullet said cheerfully. His voice muffled again as he took another bite. “Little stale, but the sauerkraut’s still good. At least I think it’s sauerkraut. It’s stringy and kinda⁠—”

      “Bullet, that’s disgusting.”

      The chewing stopped. After a moment, the back seat creaked as he shifted. “Sooo…you don’t want a bite?”

      Mickey clenched her jaw, biting back the first three responses that came to mind. “No, thanks,” she muttered.

      It wasn’t Bullet’s fault Pomponio had already left before they arrived. At least he’d confirmed the woman was still inside, which meant—hopefully—the young deputy would return soon.

      “Suit yourself,” he said, and the chewing resumed.

      She frowned at the lot ahead. The wet sounds of chewing and gulping from the back seat only soured her mood further. It reminded her that, in her rush to catch the deputy, she’d ignored Bullet’s noisy pleas for food and skipped dinner.

      Now she was stuck. Too paranoid to leave in case he came back. With nothing but half-baked hopes to fill her empty stomach.

      She sighed and checked her watch.

      Another brilliant plan by Michelle McFinn, bounty hunter extraordinaire.

      With nothing else to do, she popped the glove compartment. Rather than a shallow storage box, the Fleischburg-enhanced Super Deluxe revealed a pocket of darkness—darker than dark. Her arm vanished past the elbow as she rummaged.

      Maybe she’d stashed a snack in there.

      Nope. Just the rag she used to clean her night specs.

      She pulled it free with another sigh and wiped down the lenses. Busywork, sure, but it beat staring at nothing.

      The chewing behind her stopped. “You hear that?” Bullet whispered.

      Mickey stilled, straining her ears. The Palo Alto night was cool and calm. A breeze rustled the trees. Crickets chirped. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked.

      Otherwise, all was quiet.

      “What is it?”

      The Super Deluxe shifted. “One sec.” The back window slid down on its own, letting in a gust of cold air. “Be right back.”

      The car creaked again, and Mickey was alone.

      She shivered, zipped up her jacket, and scanned the area with her specs—not expecting much. But the motion calmed her. She’d always hated being alone in the dark. Her imagination was too good at conjuring things that might hide in the shadows.

      A small smile tugged at her lips.

      Owen had always said it was funny that someone like her could be afraid of the dark. You’ve got it backwards, he’d said. It’s the dark that should be afraid of you.

      The smile faded.

      The ache didn’t.

      The Super Deluxe shifted again, snapping her from the memory. She glanced down, realizing she was holding a beer bottle she didn’t remember grabbing.

      “Okay,” Bullet said. “I’m pretty sure this is one of those good-news, bad-news situations.”

      Mickey’s forehead creased. “What? Why?” She set the bottle back in its case.

      “Well, the bad news is the lot’s still quiet. Nothing interesting. Unless you count a soon-to-be-eaten opossum.”

      “Gods damn it,” she growled, rubbing her face. “If I waste this entire night sitting hungry in the damned dark, I’m going to⁠—”

      “Uh, boss?” Bullet cut in. “Wanna hear the good news?”

      She dragged her hands down her face and glared at the rearview mirror, which reflected an empty back seat. “Sure, Bullet. What’s the good news?”

      “The kid deputy’s truck’s heading this way,” he said. “Should be cresting that hill right about…now.”

      Right on cue, headlights appeared, and a dark blue pickup truck rolled into the lot.

      Mickey was quiet for a moment, then said, “Bullet, why even bother with the bad news when the good news makes the bad news obsolete?”

      “Well, if there wasn’t bad news, the good news wouldn’t be good. It’d just be…news.”

      She shot a long-suffering look at the ceiling. “I swear to the Nine,” she muttered, lifting the specs back to her eyes.

      Pushing anima into the device, she zoomed in just in time to catch Pomponio, dressed in civilian clothes, step out of the truck, unload a few brown paper bags, and head up the stairs to a second-floor room.

      “Bags look like food,” Bullet noted as Pomponio returned for a second trip. “I should probably check ’em out.”

      Mickey grinned. “Thanks, Bullet, but I’ve got it from here.”

      She fired up the Super Deluxe and pulled into the lot. Ignoring the empty spaces, she parked right next to Pomponio’s truck, blocking the driver’s-side door.

      “Hiya, kid! Kinda late for a grocery run, isn’t it?”

      Pomponio, mid-reach into the truck bed, straightened in surprise. When he spotted her, his face tightened with recognition.

      “You,” he snapped, fumbling with the bags as he reached for something behind his back.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Mickey lifted one hand in a calming gesture while the other drew her glowing Colt 1911 and leveled it at his chest. “Easy, big fella. I’m just here to talk.”

      Pomponio froze, clutching the groceries, eyes darting between her face and the gun.

      “What do you want?”

      Mickey smirked. “Little slow on the uptake, Deputy? Like I said—I’m here to talk.”

      Before he could answer, a woman’s voice called down from the second floor. “Jeffrey?”

      Mickey glanced up.

      A young woman stood frozen at the top of the stairs, fear and confusion etched across her plain but pleasant face.

      “Oh good,” Mickey muttered. “Everyone’s here.”

      “Maggie,” Pomponio said, “get back inside.”

      Instead, Maggie screamed, “Leave him alone!”

      Mickey winced. “Okay, okay.” She glanced around. Thankfully, the motel was empty. “Let’s keep it down, huh?”

      She holstered her gun. “We’re already putting on a bit of a show here. So unless you want your business to become everybody’s business, why don’t we take this inside?”

      Pomponio glanced toward the light flicking on across the lot, then gave a curt nod. “Okay.”

      Mickey’s grin returned. “Good.” She tipped her head toward the precarious bags. “Need a hand?”

      “What? N-no.” He adjusted his grip.

      “Suit yourself,” she said, motioning for him to lead the way.

      He looked like he might be sick but turned and headed up the stairs. Mickey followed close behind.

      She whistled as they stepped inside. “Not bad, Jeffrey.”

      After sleeping in the Super Deluxe, the Motor Inn’s queen-size bed, kitchenette, and modest table seemed downright luxurious.

      Pomponio dropped the bags on the table and turned. “How’d you find out about this place?”

      Mickey leaned against the wall, keeping clear of the window. She stared at him for a beat. “Sorry, Jeff. Not feeling particularly generous with answers tonight. Who’s the girl?”

      He crossed his arms. “None of your damned business.”

      Mickey favored him with her best condescending smile. “Jeffrey, darling,” she said sweetly, “considering how much time you stole from me with your little stunt, don’t you think you owe me at least a few answers?”

      He glanced at Maggie, who scratched nervously at a birthmark on her hand.

      Mickey rolled her eyes. “Relax, will ya? If I wanted either of you dead, I’d have done it already…from a thousand yards.”

      Maggie hesitated, then nodded. “She’s got a point, Jeffrey.”

      “See?” Mickey smiled. “She gets it. Michelle McFinn. Friends call me Mickey.”

      “Maggie Pomponio,” she replied. “You’ve met my cousin Jeffrey.”

      Mickey raised an eyebrow. “Cousin, huh?” She turned to Pomponio. “Well, Cousin Jeff and I go way back. He’s been obstructing my case all week.”

      Pomponio’s mouth hung open. “How’d—?” He stopped short under Maggie’s glare.

      “It’s true?” she demanded, lowering her hand. A small tattoo—a silhouette of a howling wolf—peeked out from the back of her left hand. Her arms crossed, expression sharpening.

      “It was Bill’s idea!” Pomponio said, raising his hands. “We had to play along so they wouldn’t suspect anything. If they think we’re not trustworthy, you don’t think they’ll figure out about you?”

      Lieutenant Bill’s calling the plays, Mickey thought. And who’s ‘they’?

      But she let that sit for now.

      “Now why would anyone want to kill you, Cousin Maggie?”

      Maggie took a breath. “I work for the East Palo Alto Star. The local paper.”

      Mickey smiled. “Ah. That explains everything.”

      Maggie flushed, but before she could reply, Pomponio snorted. “Because she’s not able to keep her nose out of trouble.”

      Maggie turned on him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means one of your crazy theories finally pissed off the wrong people. And now you’re here.”

      “Crazy theories?” Maggie snapped. “You might be fine looking the other way, but I’m not. Men like Hugh Lichten and those fat cats at Cloud Nine are lining their pockets, buying off politicians, gutting every security regulation we’ve got.”

      She stepped closer, voice rising. “And now women are vanishing off the street—snatched like trash—in our own backyard. While the authorities—you—know who’s behind it and are letting it happen.”

      Pomponio opened his mouth to retort, but Mickey cut in.

      “Hey, before you two jump into the ring, mind if I ask a few questions?”

      She gave it half a beat.

      When neither of them answered, she continued. “Great. When you say women are being pulled off the street, you’re talking about the three missing locals tied to my contract, yeah?”

      Maggie folded her arms. “I’m referring to six missing women.”

      Mickey’s eyes widened. “Six? And you think you know who’s behind it? Is that why you’re hiding here? Did you publish something?”

      “I tried. My editor didn’t have the stomach to run it.”

      “But he’s got a big mouth,” Pomponio muttered, eyes on his boots.

      Maggie’s anger softened. “Yes. I got a warning.”

      “What kind of warning?”

      Maggie hugged herself, but Pomponio cut in. “The dead-cat-nailed-to-a-wall kind. With a note that said ‘keep it up and you’re next.’”

      Mickey cringed. “So Cousin Jeff scooped you up and stashed you here until things cooled off?” She leaned forward. “You said you know who’s behind the abductions. That’d save me a hell of a lot of time. Who is it?”

      Maggie exhaled. “What do you know about the Demon Lords?”

      “Only that they have a ridiculous name,” Mickey replied. “What? Was ‘the Bad Guys’ already taken?”

      Pomponio snorted. Maggie almost smiled.

      “They’re a local motorcycle club,” she said.

      “Lowly undead dwimmer scum,” Pomponio muttered.

      “Jeffrey!” Maggie snapped. “If you’re going to debase yourself with slurs, at least get your facts straight.”

      “You’re really defending those animals?”

      “No. I’m defending the fact that your language dehumanizes an already downtrodden⁠—”

      A loud scraping sound cut her off.

      Both cousins turned to find Mickey dragging a chair across the floor.

      She paused mid-drag, feigning surprise. “Oh, did I interrupt? Sorry—this seems like it could take a while, so I figured I’d get comfortable.”

      Maggie glared. Pomponio folded his arms.

      Mickey sat, pulled out her cigarettes and lighter, and looked between them.

      “Mind if I smoke?”

      Without waiting for an answer, she lit up.

      “So,” she continued after taking a long drag, “you were saying something about undead mythic leeches. There’s only a few kinds of those, and only one that gets mislabeled. These Demon-whatevers…they’re vampires?”

      Pomponio looked like he wanted to spit, but Maggie gave a tight nod.

      Mickey nodded back. “Makes sense.” She exhaled a stream of smoke. “You’re both right. First off, despite what the stories say, vamps are alive. If they were born human, they aren’t mythic. And they’re nothing like the actual undead. Believe me, I’ve seen what that looks like, and vamps aren’t it. I’m familiar with several I’d work with again.”

      She tapped ash into the tray.

      “That said—anyone who starts abducting women and nailing animals to doors?” Her voice dropped a degree. “They forfeit the distinction.”

      Leaning back, smoke curling from her lips, Mickey said, “So why don’t we sit down, agree to disagree, and keep answering my questions?”

      Both Pomponios looked properly chastised.

      She took another drag, noticing the slight tremble in her fingers. Talk of the undead always stirred things up. In the back of her mind, she heard the shrieking whistle of a train.

      Not now, she told herself, glancing at Maggie. “So…you were saying?”

      Maggie nodded. “You’ve probably noticed there are a lot of bikers around here. Motorcycle clubs took off after the war, especially among vets. A lot of those guys came back with vampirism,” she added, shooting Pomponio a look. “The MCs gave them somewhere to belong. Most are law abiding, but some, like the Demon Lords, went outlaw.”

      Pomponio picked up the thread. “They mostly operate out of East Palo Alto. Officially, they’re bounty hunters. Even got citations from the mayor after taking down the pyromancers behind last summer’s fires. Unofficially? Gunrunning, sex trafficking, extortion.”

      “Lovely,” Mickey said dryly. “And you know for a fact they’re behind the abductions?”

      “We haven’t caught them in the act,” Pomponio admitted, “but we found matching tire tracks at every scene. Sacramento lab confirmed they’re Harley-Davidson FL’s fitted with CN Mark Three Shield Tires—military grade, nearly impervious to small arms fire, and not available to civilians.”

      Mickey tilted her head. “So how does a fringe biker gang get their hands on that kind of gear?”

      Pomponio shrugged. “Same way they’ve stayed untouchable: connections. When Grady opened an investigation, the governor’s office told us to shut it down. Said pursuing the DLMC would interfere with a federal operation.”

      “Sons of bitches,” Mickey muttered. “So you buried it. Slapped a weak bounty on the case to make sure it died on the vine.”

      Pomponio nodded. “That was the plan until some crazy hunter with a two-mile rap sheet waltzed in and called Sergeant Calhoun Dog-Boy.”

      Mickey chuckled. “Lucky for you, I’ve got debts to pay.” She crushed her cigarette and shot Maggie a wink.

      “So,” she mused aloud, “what’s a bunch of so-called heroes want with these women, anyhow? And why snatch ’em from right under everyone’s nose? Even with muscle, they had to know it’d stir up heat. Doesn’t add up.”

      Pomponio glanced at Maggie, who gave him a slight nod to continue. “Bliss,” he said with a shrug. “It changes people. Deteriorates rational thought. We’ve been told to keep it under wraps, but it’s becoming a real problem. And not just with mythics, but normal humans too. Bliss is bad medicine. It’s spreading like wildfire around here, and the DLMC’s a major reason. Word is they’re heavy users themselves.”

      “Hmm,” Mickey murmured, tapping her fingers against the table. She made a mental note to look into the drug’s effects when she had the chance, then turned to Maggie.

      “You said six women were missing. Why aren’t all of them on the bounty board? More tampering?”

      “Things went quiet after I went into hiding, but I knew they weren’t done. Why would they stop? They’re untouchable as long as they keep it quiet. So I had Jeffrey grab every paper he could find while I laid low. It took some digging, but…”

      She handed Mickey the articles and sat on the edge of the bed. The first, from the Oakland Tribune, covered a September 11 shooting in West Oakland, and named Elsa Cierva as a woman police were trying to locate. The second, from the San Jose Star, reported Merida Tietjen, a lab assistant from Alloy Valley, missing since October 8. Both referenced motorcycle sightings near the scene.

      “See?” Maggie said. “With the investigation buried and these outside county lines, no one connected the dots. They didn’t stop. They just expanded their hunting grounds.”

      Mickey scanned the articles again. It circled back to the same question she’d been chewing on earlier.

      “So why these women? What’s the connection? Is there a connection?”

      Maggie hesitated, biting her lip.

      “You’ve got something,” Mickey said.

      “I—I think they’re all Native—Ohlone Tribe.”

      Mickey’s brows lifted. “Really?”

      Maggie nodded. “I confirmed it through the Ohlone registration center. Pretty big coincidence, isn’t it, Ms. McFinn?”

      Mickey considered. Targeted victims based on race wasn’t new. If sex trafficking was involved, it could be as simple as demand meeting supply.

      She glanced between the cousins. “What about you two? Any connection?”

      They exchanged a glance, then shook their heads.

      “Only in the broadest sense,” Maggie said. “But these are old Ohlone lands. Our tribes were scattered a long time ago.”

      Mickey nodded. She knew how that felt. After a pause, she said, “It’s worth looking into. Nice work.”

      Maggie’s face lit up with her first genuine smile.

      Mickey returned it, lifting the clippings. “You said six women. There are only two articles here. What about the last?”

      “That one didn’t make print,” Maggie said. “But I’ve got a friend at the Examiner in San Francisco. Her contact at the SFPD said a girl was taken from a park in the Tenderloin about a week ago. A witness saw a guy on a motorcycle.”

      “Another Native girl?”

      “I don’t know yet. But the signs are all there. If you take tire samples from the scene, I’d bet they match the CN Mark Threes.”

      Mickey nodded.

      “The who and how make sense. But the why? What motivates a group of ex-soldier vamps with a rep for heroics to start snatching Native women? It’s not blood. Hells, you can buy that at the grocery store these days.”

      She shook her head, bracing a hand on her knee as she stood. “Well, protected or not, their behavior doesn’t add up. I’ve got a contact in San Francisco and a potential sixth victim. Might as well check out the abduction site. If I find samples, she might be able to confirm the match. And if all those ifs and maybes pan out…”

      She shrugged and gave Maggie a small smile. “We’ll see.”

      She turned to Pomponio. “Whaddaya say, Officer Pomponio? Your secret stays safe as long as this little powwow stays off the books.”

      Pomponio nodded once.

      “Good.” Mickey headed for the door. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to see a gal about a gun.”

      But the moment she opened it⁠—

      Bang!

      Something slammed into her chest like a freight train. She flew backward, crashed into the far wall, and collapsed to the floor.

      She barely registered Maggie’s scream or Pomponio’s shout.

      All she could focus on was breathing.

      Her vision swam. Darkness closed in. And a flash of white light tore through her mind.

      Mickey blinked.

      She was surrounded by…nothing.

      Not darkness. Not silence.

      Nothing.

      It held her—close. Comforting. Like a lover’s embrace.

      No pain. No fear. No guilt.

      Just…nothing.

      It was wonderful.

      She floated, untethered.

      Time lost all meaning.

      Then, from somewhere too close and impossibly far, a whistle shrieked⁠—

      

      FLASH

      

      She stood in a sun-drenched field.

      Long waves of tan grass rolled over the hills, broken by dark green and reddish-brown shrubs scattered across rolling hills.

      Beyond them, rocky cliffs plunged into a deep-blue sea.

      

      FLASH

      

      Back in the nothing. Floating. Weightless.

      But now—there was something.

      A pinpoint of light sparked in the distance—small, but unyielding.

      It grew.

      Brightened.

      The first star piercing a night sky.

      She became aware of her body again—arms, legs, breath held in stillness.

      She tried to move, but couldn’t.

      The light expanded to the size of a baseball. Then larger.

      It was closer.

      Coming straight for her.

      

      FLASH

      

      She was on the hill again.

      Beside her stood a man.

      Tall. Lanky.

      Tan skin worn like sun-cracked leather.

      His face covered in black and white paint.

      His eyes—green and gold—stared into hers.

      They were…

      Familiar.

      He raised one hand.

      And pointed⁠—

      At her heart.

      

      FLASH

      

      Back in the nothing.

      But this time, her feet touched solid ground.

      She still couldn’t move.

      The light was closer now. The size of a basketball.

      It split into three beams.

      Headlights.

      A train.

      A black locomotive, massive and grinning with jagged metal teeth, tore toward her.

      

      FLASH

      

      Now atop a gleaming metal tower.

      A monolith rising from the heart of a shining river city.

      

      FLASH

      

      Another tower.

      Another city.

      Surrounded by desert this time. Endless and dry.

      

      FLASH

      

      A third tower.

      This one on an island.

      Bridges branching like ribs toward the mainland.

      

      FLASH. FLASH. FLASH.

      

      A dozen more. Cities she recognized. Cities she didn’t.

      Each skyline crowned with a similar tower.

      

      FLASH

      

      She stood beneath a vast rotunda.

      Ancient stone columns loomed, worn by time and ruin.

      Behind her, something pulsed.

      A green light—tainted and terrible.

      A force so immense it threatened to alter the entire world—tearing apart the very fabric of existence.

      She turned⁠—

      

      FLASH

      

      Back in the nothing.

      Steel rails beneath her feet.

      The whistle screamed again.

      The train—black, snarling, ravenous—charged toward her.

      Fifty yards away.

      But this time, she could move.

      She turned.

      Started running.

      Forty yards.

      She sprinted.

      It gained.

      Thirty yards.

      Faster—legs pumping, faster than she’d ever moved.

      Twenty.

      The roar filled her skull.

      She glanced back⁠—

      The tracks had melted into quicksand.

      She was stuck.

      Ten—

      She screamed⁠—

      

      FLASH

      

      Mickey’s eyes flew open. The motel ceiling swam above her. Somewhere in the distance, a motorcycle engine roared. Voices shouted. Her chest burned.

      I’ve been shot.

      She tried to breathe, but air refused to fill her lungs. Someone knelt over her. She felt blurry, frantic hands tugging at her blouse. She saw Maggie. Terrified. Pale. Searching for the wound.

      The young woman ripped her blouse open, and air rushed back in. Mickey gulped it in with sudden, ragged gasps. With oxygen, her mind seemed to coalesce. The panic receded.

      She groaned, voice hoarse. “Damn it…that was my favorite blouse.”

      Maggie sagged with relief, laughing through her tears. “Are you okay?”

      Mickey coughed. “Dunno yet. Help me up?”

      Maggie helped her sit. Flattened pellets, still hot enough to burn skin, clattered to the floor. The protective runes in her bra flickered, burned out and blackened, leaving only scorched lace and bruised skin.

      Pomponio burst back in, gun drawn.

      “They’re gone—I…”

      He stopped cold, eyes locking on her torn blouse.

      Mickey scowled. “You mind?”

      Face reddening, he turned around.

      Maggie helped her stand.

      “That them?” Mickey rasped. “The Demon Fuckers?”

      Pomponio nodded, still facing the wall.

      Mickey turned to the window. Outside, dogs barked across the block, and beneath it all echoed the warbling howl of a lone coyote.

      Maggie stared at her, wide-eyed. “H-how are you smiling?”

      “Because,” Mickey said, grin sharp. Dangerous. “I get to hunt some vampires.”
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          WHISKEY GETS A SECOND OPINION

        

      

    

    
      October 25, 1951

      A smirk played on George Baptiste’s lips as his deep voice rumbled through the large room. “Seven Nights, Seven Moons, Seven Gates, Seven Tombs,” he said in a voice hard as nails in a coffin. “The Baron, my ancestor, patron of these Saints, stands watch over crossroads. Over death, transitions, and choices made. Through his wisdom, you were put on a path. Yo’ word tested, Whiskey the Wolf.”

      He lounged on a throne of polished wood and bone, his amber eyes flicking to two of the men still aiming weapons at Whiskey.

      “Brotha Leo. Brotha Jamal. Go check on Brothas Smiley and Slim. If they dead…” His tone sharpened like a guillotine blade. “Put down this dwimmer nip.”

      George’s predators glared with open hostility, but Whiskey kept his expression bored. As the two Saints stepped past him, he calmly plucked a piece of lint from his suit, then leaned against the doorframe and made a show of studying the man before him.

      Dressed in a black tailcoat, top hat, and dark glasses, George looked every inch the image of voodoo nobility. Even in the dim light, his resemblance to Felix was striking: the same amber eyes, the same tight-trimmed hair and beard, the same broad, leonine build. Even the long scar running from brow to jaw seemed like a darker mirror of his brother’s.

      A few very tense moments later, a voice called from down the hall, cutting through the silence. “They okay, boss. Smiley’s gonna need his hand looked at, though.”

      George nodded, rose, cane in hand, and strode toward a door at the back of the room. He paused and glanced over his shoulder. An invitation.

      “Thoughts?”

      Passenger’s amusement bloomed, a slow, pleased grin curling in the back of Whiskey’s mind.

      “No surprise his aura’s heavily shielded. Compared to the fat man’s, it’s a sandcastle versus a fortress. Not impossible, but he’ll be difficult prey. What’s interesting is, it doesn’t just keep others out. It seems to be locking something in.”

      Still under the eyes of dangerous men, Whiskey nodded, squared his shoulders, and followed his host deeper into the lair.

      Through the door, he found a surprisingly comfortable office.

      Crystal-powered lamps cast a warm, golden glow. A smokeless fire shifted lazily through hues in the hearth, providing just enough heat. Soft rugs. Simple furniture. Bookshelves sagged under the weight of their contents. It felt more like a professor’s office than the sanctum of a crime lord.

      George removed his hat and, with his back still turned, placed his dark glasses into a case on the shelf. “When I was a boy,” he said, prowling toward his desk, “my momma told me a story about a strong and cunning lion.”

      He set down his cane and pulled out a large, well-worn chair. “The lion ruled the animal kingdom with the sharpness of his teeth…the edge of his claws.”

      He eased into the seat with a low groan of satisfaction. “But one day, a rumor began to spread. Age had dulled his bite, blunted his claws. The old lion had grown weak.”

      He lifted a finger. “Rumors, you see, are like a virus. They spread from host to host. Infect everything they touch. And this one swept through the kingdom until it reached the lion hisself.”

      George leaned forward, shadow edging into his features as he locked eyes with Whiskey.

      “But that old lion was wise,” he said. “He didn’t lash out to prove his strength. Didn’t chase the rumor down. He let the animals talk. Let ’em believe the lies. Even played along, feigned weakness.”

      His smile sharpened, and something deeper flickered. “Well…after weeks of playing the part, the lion limped back into his cave. And waited.”

      He paused. Eyes gleaming. “And sho ’nuff, the schemers, emboldened by their own rumors, marched on that cave. Expecting a feeble old beast.”

      He slapped a hand on the desk and surged to his feet, moving with the speed of a man half his age. His eyes burned with something hot. Volatile.

      To Whiskey’s aura sense, it was like standing too close to open flame.

      “But what they found…was a predator. The true king. And the lion gobbled them up. One by one.”

      Then, just as suddenly, it vanished. George exhaled, slow and steady, and sank back into his chair. “Afta that, the animals left standing never thought to question the lion’s strength again.”

      He laced his fingers atop the desk and waited. Expression unreadable.

      “Hmmm,” Passenger mused. “If only we were able to decipher who or what he’s talking about…”

      A flicker of amusement ghosted across Whiskey’s lips. If Isaiah came across as a caged jaguar, George was a hungry lion, coming to steal Whiskey’s kill.

      Fortunately, he knew how to handle scavengers.

      “Did you take Hallie so you could frame Isaiah and start a war, Mr. Baptiste?”

      George blinked. For a beat, he looked genuinely surprised. Then he laughed. “Oh,” he said, wagging a finger. “I see why Fix took a shine to you.

      “No. I did not take my granddaughter.” His gaze sharpened, eyes searching, weighing. “But I’m sho you already figured that out.”

      Whiskey nodded. “You wouldn’t have bothered with this meeting if you had. Unless, of course, you invited me here under false pretenses to try killing me.”

      “I assure you, Wolf, if I wanted you dead, there’d be no ‘try.’”

      Whiskey dipped his head, though the twitch near the edge of his mouth made it clear it wasn’t in acquiescence.

      “So if you didn’t take Hallie…” His tone cooled. “Do you know who did?”

      George’s expression flattened. His face might as well have been carved from onyx. “I assumed that would be obvious.”

      Whiskey shrugged. “I don’t believe Isaiah took Hallie, Mr. Baptiste.”

      “Belief,” George murmured, “can lead to many mistruths, Investigator.”

      “Agreed,” Whiskey said, arching a brow. “So I take it you have proof Isaiah’s responsible for Hallie’s abduction? And that you are not?”

      George paused. His eyes narrowed.

      “Oh my,” Passenger noted. “He didn’t like that, did he?”

      “Since his…act of recalcitrance,” George said, “Isaiah’s priority has been building support by spreading false narratives. Taking Hallie furthers that goal.”

      “By proving you couldn’t protect your own granddaughter?”

      A storm flickered across George’s face. “You’re here,” he said, his earlier fire cooling to ice, “because my brotha, whose voice I hadn’t heard in near half a decade, asked me to speak with you. You ain’t no guest, nip. You a service. And if I were you, I’d be careful how I phrased things goin’ forward.”

      “Well, hey now,” Passenger drawled. “I believe that was a threat, Kinichiro.”

      Whiskey’s lips twitched again, but he ignored the comment and nodded.

      “My point is…taking Hallie is redundant. Isaiah was already undercutting your reputation dealing in Hunters Point. It’d be stupid. Your resources dwarf his. He wouldn’t stand a chance in a fair fight. And for all his faults, he isn’t stupid.”

      He tilted his head, as if struck by a thought. “And more than that…Hallie was the reason you spared Isaiah. Why else would you do it? You knew how dangerous he was. Had him dead to rights. And she stepped in, begged you to let the one man who could destroy everything you’ve built…live.”

      It came out like a lab report. Detached observation. A pattern recorded, not felt. “What love you must have for that girl…to allow yourself to do that.”

      He paused. George said nothing, but the heat from his aura flared, betraying more than his face.

      “Which is why I’m guessing you let her slip the chaperones. You knew he’d have his own waiting to pick up where yours left off. This way, at least you knew where she was. You wanted to keep Hallie safe and out of trouble, but the only way to do that pushed her straight into Isaiah’s arms.”

      George’s gaze sharpened. And for the first time, he looked at Whiskey like a man seeing something he hadn’t expected. “How…perceptive.”

      Whiskey shrugged. “I’m sure you’ve heard about Jerome Bryant, the man killed at the scene? He was Isaiah’s. Why would Isaiah kill his own man?”

      He let the question settle. Then played his ace.

      “Whoever called the police said a man in a top hat, tailcoat, dark glasses, and cotton balls in his nose led them there.” He watched George’s face. Watched his aura. “Why would the Baron make sure someone witnessed Hallie’s abduction, Mr. Baptiste?”

      George looked ready to retort, but at the mention of the Baron, he stopped. He gave a slow, measured shrug.

      “The Baron is he who stands at the crossroads,” he said. “And crossroads mean many things: transitions, encounters, beginnings. But most of all…they mean choices.”

      Whiskey nodded, voice quiet. “If the Baron is intervening, could it be that he doesn’t approve of the choices being made?”

      George’s face, and aura, shifted, flickering for a breath to doubt before jerking violently into something more guarded. “I don’t pretend to know the motives of my betters.”

      Whiskey had too much self-control to roll his eyes, but he couldn’t keep a trace of exasperation from leaking into his voice.

      “Isaiah swore on his power,” he said, “his anima, that he didn’t take Hallie, Mr. Baptiste.”

      George scowled. Something stirred behind his walls, close, but unreadable.

      One heartbeat passed.

      Then Whiskey watched him process the words, grasp their weight, and toss them aside.

      “There’s plenty of ways to get past an Oath of Power,” George said, as if that were all Whiskey had said.

      Whiskey stared at him, jaw tight.

      “Why is he being so stubborn?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Passenger murmured.

      And then it was.

      “You…” Whiskey breathed. “You want this to happen.”

      George’s scowl deepened. “For in vain is a net spread in the sight of any bird,” he said, voice low and steady. “But these men lie in wait for their own blood. They set an ambush for their own lives. Such are the ways of everyone greedy for unjust gain. It takes away the life of its possessors.”

      His gaze darkened. “Isaiah bought the lies them canaille from South America been sellin’. That wannabe emperor sold his soul for a taste of forbidden fruit, and he’s too blind to see he’s their bitch boy now. He’s a threat to the Mo’. I’ll do what I’ve always done, protect my people.”

      Whiskey frowned. George wasn’t a man protecting his city. He was an aging animal guarding its territory. And Isaiah’s betrayal…it had cost him something.

      Something important.

      “So where do you suppose this fits on the Way?” Passenger asked.

      Whiskey exhaled as his pulse quickened. “It was bound to happen eventually.” George was dangerous—a threat to many. The Way was clear.

      He must be dealt with.

      His hand twitched as he reached for his anima, calling Wrath—but he froze when Felix’s voice echoed in his mind:

      “The more you look at it, the wobblier it gets.”

      Whiskey froze.

      That spike of doubt earlier, he thought, the flash of insight realigning his focus. That was real.

      A faint smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “You’ve thought of everything, haven’t you, Mr. Baptiste?”

      George gave him a mocking little nod. Whiskey’s gaze sharpened. “It appears that whether it’s in the name of protecting the Mo’, by stopping the drug flow on your turf, or avenging your pride, you’re using your granddaughter’s abduction as a pretext to start a war.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “A war that, until last week, wasn’t justified in the eyes of your people. But that’s not all, is it?

      “I said it earlier: you wouldn’t have agreed to meet with me if you’d taken Hallie. You love her. You want her home. So you let me come, ask my questions, and see if I could be your instrument. Your tool. And if I bring her back, all the better.”

      He tilted his head as another thought occurred to him.

      “You don’t need Isaiah to be guilty anymore, do you? Whether he took Hallie or not stopped being relevant the moment her disappearance gave you your justification.”

      George’s teeth gleamed. “My, you are a perceptive monster. Aren’t you, Whiskey the Wolf?”

      Whiskey’s gaze lingered on George. Maybe it was meaningless, a throwaway insult, but something bent inside him at the word “monster.”

      He felt George’s resolve settle across the table. It would be a fight, one that would push him to his limits. He’d have to burn resources he might need before this investigation was through.

      His head throbbed. He met the man’s amber gaze, so like Felix’s, yet unmistakably different.

      He was tired of playing nice with men like Isaiah and George, men who placed ambition above lives and still had the gall to call him a monster.

      But he forced himself to breathe. To think.

      Yes, it was easy to convince himself that George deserved to die. But like Isaiah a few hours earlier, while killing him would be intensely satisfying, it would only serve his Need, not his Purpose.

      Therefore, it was not the Way.

      Finding Hallie was.

      Whiskey felt a smile begin to form on his lips. That didn’t mean he couldn’t revisit this topic.

      Yes, he thought. George can wait.

      Will wait.

      They both will.

      He tipped his head toward the man.

      Still. There were some insults that he couldn’t let go unanswered.

      “Can we at least get one thing clear?” he said quietly. “Since it’s only us?”

      George gave him a long look.

      Whiskey’s tone was flat. “You can tell stories and spout scripture all you want, Mr. Baptiste, but this has nothing to do with you caring about the Mo’. This is about you. Your fear of losing power.” He held George’s gaze. “You are a coward.”

      George slammed his hands against the desk, the tattoos beneath his collar flaring red, and vaulted forward in a blur. The slim sword hidden within his cane glinted silver in the low light, its point hovering inches from Whiskey’s throat.

      “What did I say about choosing your words?” His voice rose. “I am George Sylvester Baptiste! High oungan! Direct descendant of the Iwa Baron Samedi! Head of the Gede Family and leader of his Saints! Everything I do is for my people, for their well-being!”

      His eyes blazed. “My will and my word are that of the Baron hisself, and I will not be judged by a monster like you, you thrice-damned dwimmer nip!”

      Whiskey crossed his arms, one hand resting near his gun. He smiled as if the blade weren’t there.

      “I’m not here to discuss your schemes, Mr. Baptiste,” he said evenly. “I’m here to find Hallie. And I can’t do that while you and your Saints are setting the city on fire. You want my help? Give me time to work.”

      George’s knuckles whitened around the sword’s hilt, the leather creaking beneath his grip. Then, slowly, controlled, he drew a breath and lowered the blade.

      “You’ve got until Saturday, the Baron’s Day’s end. If you don’t find nothin’ by then, the curse I drop on Isaiah’s head will make the atom bomb look like a Christmas party.”

      Whiskey frowned. “That’s less than seventy-two hours.”

      George flashed a predatory smile. “Then you best get a move on.” He sank back into his chair. “Now get out of my house. You got a job to do.”

      Whiskey studied him for a long moment. Seventy-two hours to start from scratch on a case already a week cold.

      His fingers twitched. He wanted to argue. Demand more time. Hells, he wanted to do much more than that.

      But instead he gave a single, deliberate nod.

      “Very well, Mr. Baptiste. I’ll see you soon.”
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          MICKEY GETS WHAT SHE WANTS

        

      

    

    
      June 18, 1944

      Mickey awoke to the soft brush of Owen’s fingertips threading through her hair. She smiled, eyes still closed.

      She loved when he did that.

      “Michelle,” he whispered, his breath warm against her temple. “It’s time to get up, dear.”

      “Mmmm…” She stretched, inhaling through her nose. “Whatimeisit?”

      The familiar scent of pine and blooming gorse—Owen’s scent—wrapped around her like a warm blanket. It made her feel…well…a lot of things. But right now, nestled on a dilapidated old mattress, listening to the gentle patter of rain, she felt whole. Sure, safety was an illusion this deep in Nazi-occupied Poland, but for a moment, it was nice to pretend. In the distance, a steam engine whistle pierced the morning air.

      “A little after sunrise,” he replied, his lilting Irish brogue coloring each word.

      “Mmm…tenmorminets…” she mumbled, shifting to a more comfortable position.

      He chuckled, jostling her as her head rested on his chest.

      “You said that ten minutes ago.”

      “So?”

      “So,” he said, kissing the top of her head, “we’re to brief the team in about…” He paused, checking his watch. “Thirty minutes.”

      “Thirty minutes?” Mickey’s eyes snapped open as she sat up, fixing him with a proper glare. “That’s forever from now!”

      As a fetch, Owen’s magic allowed him to change his shape at will, but his prime face, the one he shared only with her, was all sharp angles: pale skin, a severe nose, a heavy brow, and dark, brooding eyes that always seemed a bit sullen.

      That was, until he smiled.

      Her heart did a somersault. His smile was like sunlight cutting through fog to reveal a hidden meadow, softening his features and making his dark eyes shine with warmth. It was beautiful, and the glare she’d aimed at him didn’t stand a chance.

      “You’re cheating,” she grumbled, flopping her head back onto his chest.

      “Oof! Whatever do you mean, love?”

      “‘Whateva do yah mean, loov?’” she repeated, slipping into a terrible imitation of his brogue.

      He blinked. “Is that supposed to be me, then?”

      “Yes. No. Maybe…Shut up. The point is⁠—”

      “Oh good, there’s a point,” he quipped. “And here I presumed you were just being mean.”

      “The point is,” she repeated, shooting him a flat look, “your sexy Irishman act won’t work on me. I’m immune.”

      He nodded. “Perish the thought, dear. By the by, you haven’t seen my underwear, have you? I seem to have misplaced them.”

      Mickey opened her mouth to respond, frowned instead, and bit his shoulder.

      “Hey! Ow!” he yelped. “That hurt!”

      “Oh, quit whining,” she said, resting her chin on his chest to meet his eyes. “I didn’t even break the skin. Whining like that is why the men call you a big sissy boy.”

      Owen drew himself up. “Sissy boy? I’m a highly decorated spy and an assassin for the Allied war effort!”

      Mickey shrugged. “Did you or did you not cry about using a razor to shave your face?”

      “I didn’t cry! I made a single comment about how it’s annoying to pretend to shave when I can, you know…” He gestured vaguely. “Will the hair off whenever I want!”

      “Well,” she said, snuggling back onto his chest, “they considered it a rather sissy-ish thing to say. We all had a good laugh about it.”

      “I have sensitive skin!” he protested. “And—wait…” His eyes narrowed. “How did they even hear about that? I only said it to you!”

      Mickey suddenly found the small gold bear paw medallion around his neck very interesting. “Hmm? What was that?”

      “Michelle…” he demanded.

      “How does anything get around?” she replied, rolling the medallion between her fingers.

      “Mickey McFinn! You…you…sacrificed my trust and my pride just to get buddy-buddy with some soldiers?”

      Mickey paused, pretending to consider it. “You know…when you put it that way…”

      Owen sighed. “Is this the kind of treatment I should expect for the rest of my life, dear wife?”

      Mickey froze.

      Wife.

      The word echoed through every corner of her heart like heavenly music.

      She was somebody’s wife.

      They were married.

      The thought was so new, so wonderful, so…utterly terrifying.

      A deep breath from Owen pulled her back. “I don’t…” he began, hesitating. His brow furrowed. “The damn Wahrheit is…”

      He paused again, and his voice came out strained, like he had to wrestle the words into place. “I don’t know if we can pull this off.”

      She lifted her head, searching his face. He winced, but didn’t take the words back. He knew better than to lie to her.

      “Well,” she said, “do we have to go ahead with the operation?”

      His expression flickered through too many emotions to count before settling into a resigned sigh. “Orders haven’t changed, love.”

      “But if⁠—”

      “Never mind, Mickey.”

      “It’s not worth the risk.”

      “No!” he snapped, eyes flashing as he made a slashing gesture with his hand. “Gods damn it, Michelle, can’t you just accept that we have jobs to do? Just because it’s difficult, or we don’t bloody like it, doesn’t change the fact that it needs doing!”

      The words barely left his mouth before regret rolled across his face, but Mickey’s fear had already twisted into anger.

      “You think I don’t know that?” she snapped, shoving him away. “You think I’ve been working with that monster for six months because I enjoy it? I’ll do my job, Owen. Like I always do.”

      Owen recoiled as if slapped, and his defiance crumbled into something small. Fragile.

      “Yes,” he whispered. “Of course you will. I’m sorry. I didn’t think. You of all people don’t need a lecture on doing the hard thing. I let my emotions get the better of me. I lashed out. I’m…I’m sorry.”

      He reached for her hand, slow and uncertain, his dark eyes pleading. “Please forgive me? I…I’m just scared.”

      She scowled at him, holding the look for a long moment before rolling her eyes.

      “Me too, you big idiot,” she muttered. “Now hug me, damn it.”

      He wrapped his arms about her like a lifeline, and for a moment, the world paused. They held each other in silence.

      “I’m worried I’ve changed,” Mickey whispered. “That the person I was before the war is gone, replaced by this calloused, violent, terrible thing.”

      Owen pulled back just enough to meet her eyes. “So you didn’t hide knives all over your person before the war?”

      She gave him a warning glare.

      “And here I assumed—hey!” he yelped as she threatened to bite him again. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry! Bad joke! Terrible joke!”

      When the laughter settled, Owen drew a breath, steadying himself. “People say war puts a darkness in us,” he murmured. “But that’s bollocks. We’re all born with darkness inside us. Yes, war drags it out, feeds it, forces us to embrace it…” He gently tightened his hold on her. “But that’s not who we are. It’s our actions—how we fight it, what we choose to do in spite of it—that truly matter.”

      Mickey wiped a tear from her cheek and hugged him even tighter.

      “These last four years,” he continued, “have held the most terrifying, horrendous, and downright depressing days of my life.”

      “That might be the sweetest thing anyone’s ever said to me,” she said, waiting for his usual grin. But there was no grin. Just quiet solemnity.

      “And because they led to this moment,” he said, “I wouldn’t change a single one. In fact, I’d endure much, much worse if it brought me to you.”

      He intertwined his fingers with hers. Their matching rings glinted in the dim light.

      “I’ve loved you since the moment I met you, Michelle McFinn. Being your husband is the greatest honor I could ever achieve. And I’ll love you with all my soul for the rest of time.”

      Tears welled in Mickey’s eyes. Her heart swelled with so much emotion it left her, for once, completely speechless.

      So she bit him on the shoulder.

      “Youch!” Owen yelped, clutching the spot. “What was that for?”

      “For cheating,” she said. “Now kiss me, you big sissy.”

      “You know, you can be quite bossy some ti⁠—”

      She pulled him into a passionate kiss, silencing whatever he was about to say.

      And in the distance, a lone coyote’s warbling howl cackled through the falling rain.
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          MICKEY HAS AN AUDIENCE

        

      

    

    
      October 25, 1951

      The coffee tasted like someone had filtered it through an old boot, but Mickey had long since stopped drinking the stuff for flavor. Glowering, she surveyed the remnants of Hallie Baptiste’s abduction site. Joshua Norton Park stretched from Hyde and Ellis, north and east, for two city blocks to Jones and O’Farrell. Once an oasis within the urban desert, it had withered like the rest of the Tenderloin, its better days behind it.

      “Anything?” she asked.

      Her hair stirred, as if brushed by a faint breeze, and Bullet’s voice, barely more than a whisper, answered, “Sure, boss. This place is filled with all sorts of interestin’ stuff.”

      Mickey gave the park a dubious look. “Really?”

      “Sure,” Bullet replied. “I mean, nothing that helps with the case, but over there someone threw out a whole…”

      Mickey sighed, rubbing her eyes as Bullet launched into a detailed description of the various edible and nonedible trash he’d discovered. She was tired.

      She’d wanted to get to San Francisco right away, but after the adrenaline faded and she’d ensured the Pomponios were settled in Maggie’s new motel, she could hardly stand upright. Even after dragging herself to the park, she’d passed out in her car from exhaustion.

      The thought of sleep made her shudder. She hated sleeping. Sleeping meant dreaming. Dreaming meant nightmares.

      She forced herself to focus on anything but the dream she’d had.

      Anything but Owen.

      She’d spent the morning trudging through overgrown greenery. She hadn’t expected to find much; time was an investigator’s worst enemy, after all, and her suspicions had been confirmed. Eight days of foot traffic had left little more than scattered trash, muddy ruts, and some half-torn police tape. Once well-tended flora was now a tangled mess, perfect for muggers, dealers, and any other ne’er-do-well with bad intentions.

      She paused, suddenly aware of how alone she was. If anyone wanted another shot at her, this would be the perfect spot.

      Mere hours after almost getting killed, and here she was again. Reckless.

      Why? she thought, annoyed. Why step off the safe path only to wade into the shadows, into risk, into danger?

      You know why, came the answer in her own voice.

      “So what are you waiting for, gods damn it?” she muttered.

      “You all right, boss?”

      Bullet’s voice pulled her back. She took another sip of awful coffee, winced at the taste, and stretched her arms and back.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Just sore. Turns out taking a point-blank slug from a magically enhanced shotgun takes a lot out of you.”

      Bullet let out a soft whine. “I’m really sorry, boss. I should’ve warned you sooner. I didn’t think they’d…”

      “Hey,” Mickey said. “How many times do I have to say it’s okay? You’ve saved my bacon too many times for me to get upset.”

      “Yeah, but…”

      “No buts, Bullet. We’re good.”

      “Okay, but what about…?”

      “Drop it, Bullet,” she snapped.

      There was a pause before another soft whine. “Okay. Sorry, boss.”

      Mickey scowled into the fog, then sighed. “No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be so snippy. It’s these damned cities. All these sky-obscuring buildings make me claustrophobic, and this fog turning everything into a closed-in dreamscape isn’t helping. Honestly, it’s probably a good thing the bikers got that shot off.”

      Bullet’s whine turned curious. “Really? How’s that?”

      She smiled. “They probably think they got me. That I’m out of the picture, at least for the next day or two. Gives me a head start on tracking the bastards down.”

      Bullet made a thoughtful hum. “Yeah. Okay. Thanks, boss.”

      Silence settled between them as Mickey did another lap of the scene, again finding nothing but mud, trash, and unhealthy-looking plants. She was about to call it quits when Bullet whispered again.

      “Hey, boss. Think I found somethin’.”

      Mickey rolled her eyes. “Bullet, if it’s another dead…”

      “No, boss,” he cut her off. “Somethin’ for the case.”

      Her brows lifted. “Really?”

      Her hair swirled, and Bullet replied, “Follow me.”

      With Bullet’s quiet guidance, she navigated through the trees to where muddy ruts transitioned into dark tire marks etched onto the sidewalk outside the park.

      “Hey…” she murmured, kneeling to inspect the marks. “Hey! This is exactly what we’re looking for. Nice work!”

      An elderly couple walking by gave her strange looks as she pulled out a pocketknife. She flashed them a quick smile. “Nothing to see here, just a lady with a knife scraping at the ground.”

      They scurried off, and she scraped some rubber shavings into a tiny envelope.

      “Now…” she muttered, tucking the envelope and knife into her purse, “why don’t we try to find some bre⁠—”

      Bullet’s voice cut in, so quiet she almost thought she imagined it. “One other thing, boss, I…wait a sec. Were you about to say we should get breakfast?”

      Mickey rolled her eyes. “You were saying, Bullet?”

      “Because what I was gonna say was nothin’. You know me, just silly ol’ Bullet runnin’ my mouth. Heheh. Now, where should we eat?”

      Mickey crossed her arms, scowling into the mist. “You know, I’ve seemed to have lost my appetite.”

      There was a pause, and her hair caught another faint gust of agitated wind.

      “Fiiiine,” Bullet grumbled, managing to be both whisper-quiet and petulant at the same time. “There’s somethin’ around here that stands out. I missed it ’cause it’s all over the park. Thought it was the park at first, but it ain’t. It’s like the park’s its lair, but not really. It’s different. Special. Now that we’re out of it, I can smell it leading down this street.”

      Mickey took another sip of the terrible coffee.

      “Think it’s our mysterious witness?”

      Thanks to Maggie’s source at the Chronicle, Mickey knew someone had called in Hallie’s abduction. But in the eight days since, no one had come forward, and the police hadn’t been able to track down the supposed witness.

      “Dunno, boss,” Bullet replied. “But it’s fresh.”

      Mickey nodded, setting her empty coffee cup atop an overflowing trash can. “Good enough for me. Let’s check it out. If it’s something worthwhile, we’ll stop for breakfast.”

      Her hair swirled in response, tugging westward. Smirking, she followed its lead down Eddy Street.

      Before the war, the Tenderloin had been an up-and-coming neighborhood, offering affordable single-occupancy housing alongside a vibrant nightlife. But since then, developers had bought out the many older businesses and replaced them with gambling halls, bars, and adult theaters.

      So it came as no surprise when Mickey found herself standing in front of a rundown blind alley wedged between a drugstore and an all-male burlesque theater.

      At fifteen feet wide and thirty deep, the alley itself was unremarkable, breaking off at a ten-foot brick wall. What stood out was its decor: heaps of garbage towered in reeking piles, with ropes crisscrossing overhead to suspend old sheets as makeshift dividers. Behind each curtain, even more refuse created tiny, filth-ridden “rooms.”

      “Uh, boss?” Bullet said. “What’s wrong with your face?”

      Mickey was scrunching her nose at the saccharine-sweet stench of rotten food and other foul things wafting from the alley.

      “You don’t smell that?” she asked, grimacing. “Even the fog’s too disgusted to roll in there.”

      “It’s kinda nice,” Bullet said. “Makes me hungry. Perhaps I’ll just grab somethin’ here before…”

      “Ew, no!” Mickey interrupted, waving a hand. “You’ve had enough junk lately.”

      Bullet sighed. “Aww, fine, boss.”

      Mickey glanced around, confirming she was still alone. Though the fog made visibility poor, traffic had begun filling the street and sidewalks.

      “How about this?” she offered. “You keep an eye on the entrance. If no one gets the jump on me today, you pick breakfast and dinner.”

      Her hair fluttered, a tiny gust stirring her shoulders.

      Grinning, Mickey headed into the alley. Piles of trash formed a narrow valley, forcing her to watch her step as she navigated around bottles, shattered glass, and other hazards. The stench only grew worse the farther she went, and no matter how tightly she scrunched her nose, she couldn’t quite stop her eyes from watering.

      Maybe that was why she was caught off guard when, as she stepped over a glass pipe, the nearest suddenly pile rustled—and she nearly tripped over the damned thing anyway.

      “Hello?” she called, surprise overriding dignity and making her voice quaver even as her fingers found the grip of her gun.

      In response, the pile went still, giving the non-animal-instinct part of her brain enough time to regain control.

      Realizing the pile wasn’t becoming some kind of trash monster forming to tear her apart for spare parts, she blinked and, feeling ridiculous, cleared her throat.

      “Uh…how do you do? I’m⁠—”

      “Nobody’s here!” snapped a voice from within the pile. It sounded harsh and jagged, as if the speaker had spent a decade gargling gravel and chasing it with cigarettes.

      Unable to help herself, Mickey smirked.

      “All right, nobody. I’m Polyphemus the Cyclops. And I’ve come for revenge.”

      The pile shuddered, somehow managing to convey confusion.

      Mickey rolled her eyes, letting go of her gun.

      Nice one, Mick. How many trash heaps do you think have actually read Homer?

      Out loud, she said, “My name’s Michelle. I’m looking for the girl taken from the park eight days ago. Someone called the cops. Know anything about that?”

      The heap lay still long enough for Mickey to consider taking a smoke break, but before she could act on the thought, it began to shimmy, causing the outermost debris to fall away and reveal a tiny, ragged, and very dirty halfling.

      The little mythic had blotchy skin that shimmered like fish scales and greasy hair that obscured most of its face, and they were so grubby Mickey couldn’t tell if they were male or female.

      “I know she isn’t here,” they muttered, blinking mismatched eyes—one icy blue, the other nearly black—before burrowing back into their pile.

      “Wait a second, would you?” Mickey urged. “I’m trying to help. Don’t you want to help too?”

      The halfling paused, then shook their head. “No! Go away!”

      Mickey sighed and reached into her purse.

      She nearly jumped out of the alley when the halfling shrieked and burst into a cloud of dust.

      Mickey barely recovered before the halfling, still screaming, reappeared farther down the alley. The movement had been so sudden, and she so startled, it took her a moment to understand what had happened. The little thing hadn’t exploded. They had teleported. The dust was just the grime shaken loose as they vanished.

      The halfling looked as confused as she felt when they realized they had gone deeper into the alley instead of outside it. Then, with another scream, they scrambled farther into the trash-littered corridor, knocking over piles in its frantic retreat.

      “Whoa! Whoa! Whoa!” Mickey called, raising her empty hands. “Easy there!”

      Realizing they had boxed themselves in, the halfling whipped their head around before diving into another heap of garbage.

      “Leave me alone!” they wailed, dissolving into unintelligible mutters.

      Mickey winced.

      I oughta be pistol-whipped for being this stupid, she thought as she slowly pulled out the depressingly small roll of cash and placed it on the ground.

      “I’m not here to hurt you,” she said gently. “I’m a friend.”

      The halfling’s head rose, eyes darting between Mickey and the money, fear and need warring in their gaze.

      “P-people always say they don’t want to hurt me,” they mumbled, eyes flicking everywhere but at Mickey. “But they always do. Please! Just go away!”

      Mickey shook her head.

      “I’m sorry I scared you. I’m just⁠—”

      “Go away!” the halfling screamed, loud enough to sting Mickey’s ears.

      Mickey winced but kept her voice calm. “Trying to help the missing girl,” she continued. “But to do that, I need help first. Can you help?”

      The halfling flinched, as if Mickey’s words carried a painful weight.

      “We’ll see,” came a whispered reply after a steadying breath. Slowly, eyes rose to meet Mickey’s gaze.

      It felt like being examined under a microscope, laid bare in a crowded room, every scar and flaw exposed. Mickey fought the urge to fidget under the halfling’s scrutiny.

      The halfling’s gaze flicked past Mickey’s shoulder, and a sharp breath followed.

      “Oh…” they murmured, voice thick with sympathy. “Oh…poor, dear thing…You’re sure?”

      Mickey wasn’t sure of anything, but fear was fading from the halfling’s eyes; no reason to question it.

      “Not just people, are you?” whispered the halfling. “Can see it!”

      They sniffed the air, nostrils flaring. “Can smell it! You’re…something else. Could be dark, could be not…hard to say.”

      Something unreadable passed behind those eyes. Then, with a decisive nod, the halfling squared tiny shoulders, cleared their throat with a prim little cough, and ignoring the cash, lifted a regal chin.

      With an imperious tone, the halfling declared, “My name is Greta Rose Petunia Abigail Joshua Norton the Second…and a half. Granddaughter of Joshua Norton the First, Emperor of the United States, and steward of these lands.”

      Mickey stared.

      The shift was so abrupt it practically gave her whiplash. Even Greta’s voice had changed. Gone was the gravelly rasp, replaced by something gentler, more refined. With a bemused smile, Mickey gave a bow she hoped would pass inspection.

      “Your Highness,” she said. “Apologies. Had I known, I would’ve…”

      Greta’s smile softened decades from her face, and she offered Mickey a magnanimous nod.

      “That’s quite all right,” she sniffed. “I learned long ago not to let others’ faults bother me. We’re all flawed, after all.” She arched a filthy eyebrow at Mickey. “Some more than others.”

      Mickey swallowed a grin and bowed again. “Your Highness,” she repeated, “I humbly request your guidance. A villain has murdered one of your subjects and taken another against their will. I have been charged with finding the victim and bringing the perpetrators to justice. Do you have any counsel that might illuminate this mystery?”

      Greta’s regal composure wavered. Her hands rubbed together in quick, nervous motions, like a grooming field mouse, her eyes darting before she leaned forward conspiratorially. “I’m afraid to speak of it,” she whispered.

      Mickey’s pulse quickened, but she kept her movements slow as she crouched to meet Greta’s wide eyes. “I swear, by my life and all my power, no villain shall hear where I learned this.”

      Greta tilted her head. “You mean it?”

      Mickey nodded. “I just want to understand what you saw. Then I’ll leave and never return.”

      Greta’s shoulders slumped. “Never?”

      “Well…” Mickey hesitated, “unless you’d like me to come back.”

      Greta giggled, then collected herself, clearing her throat and straightening.

      “I’d like that very much,” she said loftily. “Y-yes, I’m the one who called the police that night.”

      Mickey kept her expression neutral. “Can you tell me what you saw, Highness?”

      Greta took a deep breath and nodded. Her gaze turned distant, remembering.

      “The weather was so nice, I’d decided to sleep under the stars,” she began. “Grandfather’s park is small, but on clear nights, you can see them twinkle like diamonds. I enjoy a few, uhm, libations while I stargaze.”

      Mickey’s gaze flicked to the empty bottles and pipe, but Greta continued unaware, caught up in the memory of her story. “I was celebrating because I’d earned enough for a slice of Pie.” She blinked once and her eyes refocused as they flicked back to Mickey. “Do you know Pie?”

      Mickey nodded. Pie was the street name for Bliss, a nod to the distinctive cinnamon-and-nutmeg scent it gave off when burned. Mickey had always thought the name a little odd. There were plenty of pies that didn’t smell anything like cinnamon or nutmeg. She was more of a key lime gal herself, but maybe that was why nobody asked her to name the stuff.

      “It’s a wondrous thing, Pie,” Greta said dreamily. “Clears your mind, lets you taste beyond tasting, feel beyond feeling, see beyond seeing. Oh, the things I’ve witnessed…”

      Her gaze drifted into the middle distance, lost in wistful memory.

      “Even a highborn like myself tires of reality,” she murmured. “And Pie. Pie takes you away.”

      Her eyes burned as she stared at Mickey. “You don’t happen to have a slice, do you?”

      Mickey could see the desperation in her eyes. It was like staring into the hollows of her soul. But she shook her head.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “A pity,” Greta murmured, eyes flicking toward the roll of cash. “A little taste would be lovely right now.”

      Mickey cleared her throat noisily. Greta flinched, looking up with the guilty expression of a child caught reaching for the cookie jar.

      “It sounds like that night was quite pleasing,” Mickey said, steering the conversation back on track.

      Greta’s dirt-smudged face darkened. “Until it wasn’t,” she muttered.

      Mickey stayed quiet, letting her continue.

      “One second I was alone, watching the heavens glow and dance. The next, he was there—standing over me.”

      Greta’s mismatched eyes grew distant as she considered her next words.

      “He was tall, with coal-black skin, wearing one of those fancy tuxedos with tails, like Grandfather used to wear. A top hat. A cane. And the strangest thing—cotton balls stuffed in his nostrils, like a corpse prepared for burial. I know what you’re thinking, and you’d be right. Normally someone like that would be scary, and I’d Blink away faster than you could say Jack Robinson.”

      Mickey tipped her head. “Blink?” she asked. “That disappearing trick you just did?”

      A faint smile touched the halfling’s lips. “I may have used a little too much earlier and, uhm, well, got a bit turned around. Anyway, this man was quiet. Really quiet. Never said a word. Yet I understood, as surely as water is wet, that he meant no harm. That we were friends.”

      Her smile faded.

      “So when he smiled, put a finger to his lips, and beckoned me to follow?” She shrugged. “I did.”

      “We walked from my spot to a new hiding place. One I didn’t even know existed. And I’ve spent more time in Grandfather’s park than anyone alive. This spot was perfect. Deep in shadows, but clear view of the park. So hidden, I still can’t find it.”

      She shook her head, frustration flickering across her face as if the memory was just beyond reach.

      “But once we got there, something changed. The man, my friend, became completely still, like a statue. Didn’t breathe. Didn’t blink. And he wasn’t smiling anymore. Just staring into the park.”

      She shivered.

      “Then, before I could ask what we were waiting for, a young couple, a man and woman, ran into the clearing. This wasn’t the kind of running people choose. They were scared. Really scared. The man kept looking over his shoulder, yelling at the woman to move faster.”

      Her breath turned unsteady.

      “That’s when I heard them, the hunters. Loud, rattling things, getting closer and closer. Then they burst through the trees. Two of them on motorcycles. They circled the couple, forcing them to stop. The man stood between the woman and the hunters, shouting for them to back off.”

      Greta’s breath hitched.

      “But they didn’t.”

      Tears welled in her mismatched eyes.

      “Th-the man protecting the girl, uhm, he changed. He became some sort of beast, a mix of cat and man. He threatened the hunters with claws and fangs, but they just laughed.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, body trembling.

      “Take your time,” Mickey said.

      Greta nodded, swallowing thickly. When she spoke again, her voice was little more than a whisper.

      “The bigger hunter changed, too. He swelled, shifted, like a massive toad, but with fangs and claws. If the cat-man was a monster, the hunter was an abomination.”

      She shuddered.

      “The cat-man fought. Hard. But he didn’t last long. The thing let him scratch and bite, like it wanted him to. Then it grabbed him.” Her hands clenched as if wringing something apart. “With one twist he fell.”

      Greta’s voice cracked, her breath coming in shaky starts and stops.

      “But the toad-thing wasn’t done. It…it ate.”

      Mickey swallowed the bile rising in her throat. “What happened to the woman?”

      Greta wiped her nose on a grimy sleeve. “While that was h-happening, the other hunter went after her. She tried to run, but there was nowhere to go. He grabbed her, threw her onto his motorcycle, and called for his partner. The abomination changed back, and they rode away.”

      She looked at Mickey, terror etched into her features.

      “Then I was alone. I looked around, but my friend was gone. Only two nickels left where he’d been standing.” Her voice wavered. “I used them to call the police. I didn’t want trouble, so I left for a while.”

      “Which is why they couldn’t find you,” Mickey murmured, nodding. “Did the hunters have any distinguishing marks? Something you’d recognize?”

      Greta scrunched her face in concentration.

      “The bigger one had slicked-back hair and a short beard. The other wasn’t as big and had short hair, like soldiers from the war. They wore matching leather vests with some kind of design.”

      “Did you see the design?”

      Greta squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, then shook her head. “I…I don’t know. I’m sorry.” Her voice cracked with frustration. She looked up at Mickey, pleading. “I realize it sounds crazy. The person on the phone said so, but it happened. It was real! You have to believe me!”

      Mickey nodded.

      “I believe you, Your Highness.”

      And she did.

      Mostly.

      Whatever Greta had seen, her fear was real and her story aligned with the motorcycle theory. Mickey would have to confirm with Rosie if the bikers were the Demon Lords.

      The other part? A tuxedo-wearing dead man with cotton balls shoved up his nose appearing from nowhere and leading someone to a hidden vantage point for a crime that hadn’t yet occurred?

      She racked her brain for any lore matching that description, and while she’d be the first to admit the world held more secrets than she could ever hope to understand, nothing fit. She had a hunch the halfling’s heavy drug use may be magnifying the horror.

      Then a warbling howl pierced the fog, and Mickey stiffened.

      A coyote? This deep in the city?

      The dream from after she’d been shot at the motel flickered through her mind. The Native man standing over a vast, hilly plain, his face streaked in war paint. His eyes…

      Green and gold.

      Piercing. Familiar.

      She’d dismissed it at the time, convinced it was a trick of her shocked mind. A scrambled hallucination from being shot.

      But those eyes. She’d seen them before. The same eyes as the coyote outside Bayshore Grocery and Spirits. Her breath caught.

      Her thoughts snapped back to Greta’s story.

      A man in a tuxedo, appearing from thin air. Wielding powers no mortal should have.

      Unless, of course⁠—

      You weren’t a mortal.

      Because you were a god.

      A shiver crawled up her spine.

      “Coyote?”

      Another howl drifted through the fog, echoing down the alley like triumphant laughter. A weight settled in her gut.

      What in all the hells could draw Coyote—the Coyote—and a mysterious corpse-man to a case like this?

      A faint breeze ghosted across the back of her neck.

      “Boss?” Bullet whispered. “You should see this.”

      Mickey nodded, refocusing on Greta. Tale told, the halfling had shrunk into her trash heap like a punctured wineskin.

      “Thank you, Your Highness,” Mickey said, standing. “This is exactly what I needed.”

      Greta laid her head against the trash like a pillow. “I’m glad,” she murmured. “I like helping.”

      Mickey smiled. “Get some rest. You’ve earned it. I’ll come back to visit after I take care of the monsters who did this.”

      Greta’s lips twitched, but her smile didn’t touch her doubt-filled eyes. “Luck,” she whispered.

      Mickey bowed once more before heading out of the alley.

      As she neared the entrance, Bullet’s breeze returned, but this time he said nothing. By the time she stepped onto the street, the fog had thinned. The sun, diffused behind mist, looked more like the moon burning through the marine layer.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Somethin’…” Bullet made a thoughtful sound, finally settling on, “Dangerous.”

      Mickey froze.

      Was that fear in Bullet’s voice?

      “I’m gonna need specifics,” she said, keeping her tone light despite the tightening knot in her stomach.

      “It’s hard to say, boss,” Bullet admitted. “But somethin’ dangerous passed through while you were talkin’ to the seer.”

      Mickey bit her lip. It could be nothing. But dangerous usually meant monsters. And monsters meant victims.

      “Might as well have a look.” She exhaled. “Which way?”

      A faint breeze stirred her hair, pointing back the way she’d come. Toward the park.

      “Of course,” Mickey muttered, tugging up her bomber jacket zipper. “Well,” she sighed, “at least it’s closer to where we parked.”
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      “I’m simply pointing out,” Passenger continued in its unabashedly smug tone, “that if you’d followed my advice from the beginning, you wouldn’t have wasted so much time.”

      Whiskey’s expression darkened as he paced the glen where Hallie Baptiste had vanished. He should have been scouring the scene for any scrap of evidence, any clue, no matter how small, that might lead to her abductor.

      Instead, thanks to Passenger’s incessant commentary, his mind was stuck on the seven and a half hours he’d lost after his meeting with George.

      “Seven hours, forty-two minutes,” Passenger corrected. “Lost forever. And if you continue to deny yourself food, you, like everyone else without a Gift that replenishes their anima wells, will have to live as they do. As prey.”

      Whiskey’s frown only deepened as, annoyingly, he had nothing to counter with, giving Passenger more room to continue.

      “Both your conversations with George and Isaiah led to more uncertainty than clarity. Yet despite the looming deadline, your stubborn adherence to the Way left you weak and vulnerable. If only you’d listen to reason.”

      Whiskey rolled his eyes. “The best next steps were revisiting Hallie’s last known location and the abduction site. Even with my Gifts, trying to coax statements from bar staff closing up after last call, or combing through a week-old crime scene in a dark park full of Bliss addicts would’ve been pointless. My best move was to wait until sunrise.”

      “Is that so?” Passenger countered. “And arriving three hours after sunrise is what, O Grand Strategist? Maybe wasting eight hours on frivolities like sleep, instead of pushing forward with an investigation that could prevent an impending gang war, makes sense because it’s more dramatic? Just admit it, Kinichiro. You fell asleep!”

      “Seven hours, forty-two minutes,” Whiskey muttered, crouching as he examined a muddy rut. “And I never said I didn’t fall asleep.”

      Truth was, he’d gone home planning to review the case files and wait for dawn. He hadn’t expected exhaustion to drop him the moment he sat down.

      Passenger made a frustrated sound.

      “If you acted like you were supposed to, you’d never have to sleep again! And don’t think I haven’t noticed how, when you do eat, you⁠—”

      Unwilling to argue, and knowing he couldn’t win, Whiskey did the only thing he could.

      He cheated.

      “Be quiet,” he said aloud.

      Passenger’s voice vanished mid-rant, finally leaving Whiskey with a little room to think. He exhaled, letting the silence settle before turning back to the scene.

      The ruts confirmed the report about motorcycles, but the churned-up ground made it nearly impossible to tell what was fresh from what wasn’t.

      Then something caught his eye. The rut beneath his boot was deeper, cleaner, more defined than the others. He frowned, narrowing his eyes, and triggered Vigilance.

      The world lurched as his perception sharpened. He wrinkled his nose at the faint, sour scent of rotting fruit, attributing it to the garbage scattered throughout, and turned his focus to the edges of the rut.

      “You see that?” he asked.

      He was answered by petulant silence.

      “Passenger?”

      “Oh, now I can talk?” it snipped. “You know, your lack of gratitude is⁠—”

      “Passenger,” Whiskey snapped, then winced as his voice cracked through the misty park.

      Gritting his teeth, he continued in his mind. “I have neither the time nor the patience for your petulance. Keep this up, and I swear to all the gods, I’ll find a way to revert you back to pulsing vague emotional responses.”

      Passenger pulsed the mental equivalent of crossing its arms and staring sullenly at the floor—but it replied. “The ground and trees here are dead. It’s hidden by overgrowth, but there’s a patch where nothing’s growing. Looks like a trail.”

      Whiskey crouched, nodding.

      “Leading that way,” he murmured, pointing south.

      Passenger pulsed a thoughtful nod. “Out of the park. Follow it?”

      Whiskey scanned the churned ground and scattered trash. “Might as well,” he said, and followed the trail of dead vegetation.

      As he walked, footsteps approached, and he released Vigilance just as a woman emerged from the brush, moving along the same path

      Thanks to regular patrols, the park wasn’t as dangerous during the day, but a woman walking alone in this part of town still drew attention. This one was average height, with light brown—nearly golden—hair and sun-touched tan skin. Even beneath her modest skirt, blouse, and bomber jacket, her athleticism was obvious. She moved easily over the slick terrain, unfazed by the uneven ground.

      Whiskey tipped his hat and offered a polite smile as he stepped aside to give her room to pass. To his surprise, she stopped and met his gaze. Most people avoided eye contact. Not her. She didn’t look away. Instead, she blinked once, then also stepped aside.

      “I insist,” she said, gesturing for him to go ahead.

      Whiskey nodded, tipped his hat again, and continued down the trail, but something about her, the way she looked at him, stuck in his mind. Her hazel eyes, nearly golden, had locked onto him like an eagle sizing up prey.

      Even Passenger let out a slow hum.

      “What is it?” Whiskey thought.

      “It’s likely nothing. But her aura spiked. It was quick, barely noticeable before she reined it in, but whatever it was…it was strong.”

      Whiskey stopped and turned to glance up the trail, but the woman was already out of sight. So he shrugged and continued on, stepping from gravel to the sidewalk, scanning the area for any trace of the trail, but the dead foliage ended at the park’s edge. He triggered Vigilance again, but by now the city had awakened. The streets were filling with people, cars, and the general chaos of the Tenderloin, making it difficult to pick up anything distinct.

      “Anything?” he thought.

      “Nothing specific,” Passenger answered.

      Whiskey turned back to the park, catching one final whiff of the faint, sour-sweet smell from earlier.

      “What am I missing?”

      “No way to be certain until you get more information,” Passenger said with another mental shrug.

      Whiskey nodded and pulled a small notebook from his overcoat. Flipping through it, he found the entry he needed and headed west on Eddy Street.

      After his talk with Jasmine, he was more attuned to the carnival decor strung overhead, but in the fog, the orange and yellow banners draped across the streetlamps looked muted, almost brown.

      Navigating the growing foot traffic, he reached the closed doors of the Choice, the last place Hallie had been seen.

      Like many buildings in the Tenderloin, it was squat and gray. In daylight, stripped of neon glow and shadowed corners, it looked more like an abandoned husk than a working bar.

      The place was closed so its staff could half-heartedly scrub away the previous night’s wreckage, but persistent knocking and a flash of cash got a grumpy barback to let him in.

      Under harsh ceiling lights, never used during open hours, the stained wood and worn furniture looked even worse. The floorboards, oversaturated from years of spills, reeked of stale beer, cheap booze, and cigarette smoke.

      A little more cash earned him a hand waved in the direction of a man perched at the bar, smoking.

      Lean features and pointed ears marked him as elfin blooded, though the dark goatee ruled out pureblood. Elves couldn’t grow facial hair. He wore a sports jacket over a wrinkled shirt, penny loafers tapping the bar’s footrest as he frowned over an open ledger.

      He must have sensed Whiskey’s approach. He glanced up, cigarette raised to his lips. The pen in his hand kept scribbling into the ledger on its own.

      His brow furrowed, and he crushed the cigarette, snatching the pen mid-stroke.

      “Damn it,” he muttered. “Stupid fucking thing.” Without looking back up, he scratched out the error. “We’re closed.”

      Whiskey smiled. “Good morning. That one of those self-writing styluses?”

      The man blinked, clearly not expecting conversation, then glanced from the pen to Whiskey.

      “It’s a damned waste of money, that’s what it is. What good’s an accounting pen if it can’t even get the math right?” He tossed it across the bar, where it clattered to the floor. “I knew I should’ve sprung for the Cloud Nine version. But like I said, we don’t open till eleven. I can’t serve you till then.”

      Whiskey shook his head. “I appreciate it, but I’m not thirsty.” He set his FBI consultant badge on the ledger. “Just looking for a bit of information.”

      The man studied the badge, then looked up, wary. “Consultant?” he asked. “I don’t want any trouble.”

      Whiskey smiled, pulling out his wallet. “I assure you, sir, it’s nothing like that.” He slid a five-dollar bill across the bar, making sure the man glimpsed the rest still inside. “I’m investigating a missing persons case in conjunction with the FBI and SFPD.”

      The man took the bill. “If this is about that Negro girl again,” he said, stuffing the cash into his pocket, “I already told the cops everything I could.”

      Whiskey leaned back a fraction. “You were here?”

      “I’m the manager,” the man replied with a shrug. “I’m always here. That night, I was working the bar too.”

      Whiskey flipped open his notepad. “Then you must be Mr. Peregrine Contrand.”

      The man cringed. “No one calls me Peregrine. It’s Perry.”

      Whiskey slid another five across the bar. “What can you tell me about that night, Mr. Contrand? Thought of anything new since giving your statement to the detectives?”

      Perry pocketed the bill and made a show of thinking. “No, not really. Like I told the cops, the girl came in alone. Got picked up by Jerome. A regular. Bit of a player, but a nice enough guy for a ni—uh, for a Negro. They left together. Next thing I know, the cops are here with pictures, askin’ questions.”

      Whiskey held his gaze for a beat, then nodded and tucked his wallet back into his coat. “Very well,” he said, turning to leave. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Contrand.”

      Perry’s eyes widened, and he raised a hand. “Wait.”

      Whiskey paused. “Yes?”

      “I didn’t see anything,” Perry said. “I’m busy, after all. But someone else might’ve.”

      That caught Whiskey’s attention. The police report hadn’t mentioned any other witnesses.

      “You’re sure?”

      Perry checked his watch, then turned toward the back. “Hey, Connie!”

      There was a shuffle, a muffled curse, and the clatter of something spilling.

      “Pinche cabrón,” a woman snapped. “What do you want, Perry? I’m busy!”

      “Oh good, you’re in. Come out here.”

      “I just got in. I’m busy.”

      Perry pinched the bridge of his nose and muttered, “Jesus H. Roosevelt…” before turning and yelling, “I’m tellin’ you! Come out here now!”

      More curses followed, but a few moments later, a woman with auburn hair, light brown skin, and a sour expression stomped into view. She wore a cheap swing dress with a white bolero jacket and clomped forward in scuffed Mary Janes.

      “I swear to gods, Perry, I am not your damn coño to be summoned whenever⁠—”

      She stopped short, eyes locking on Whiskey.

      “Oh,” she said.

      Her expression shifted, chin tilting, posture sharpening, as she slid into something more guarded. “Well? What’s so important?”

      “This man here, uh…” Perry began, pulling a cigarette from the crumpled carton beside his ledger.

      “Inspector Mononobe,” Whiskey offered.

      “Yeah, Inspector Mon—uh, the inspector here’s got questions about the night Jerome got killed. You were workin’ that side of the club, right?”

      Connie folded her arms. “Yeah,” she said coolly, then snatched the cigarette from Perry’s fingers before he could raise it. He scowled but didn’t argue, reaching for another instead.

      Whiskey stepped forward, offering his badge. “How do you do, ma’am? I was hoping you might answer a few questions.”

      Connie glanced at the badge, then back to him, eyes sharp as flint. “Oh, now I’m good enough to talk to? Last time, I practically had to scream to get your attention.”

      “Here we go,” Perry muttered.

      Connie’s eyes blazed. “I told you there was somethin’ weird about those guys, estúpido!” she snapped.

      “I’m sorry, Miss…?” Whiskey prompted.

      “Castillo. Connie Castillo.”

      “Miss Castillo.” He tucked his badge away and retrieved his wallet. “So you gave a statement to the police?”

      “Course I did. What kind of person wouldn’t do everything they could to help that poor girl?”

      Whiskey nodded, offering her a ten-dollar bill. “I’m not sure, Miss Castillo. But for the sake of being thorough, do you mind going over it again? Anything stand out? Anything you might’ve missed?”

      Connie’s eyes flicked in surprise, but she took the bill and tucked it into her blouse. Her posture shifted, shoulders loosening. “Yeah. Somethin’ was up with those two. Like they were nervous or somethin’.”

      “Pff…” scoffed Perry.

      Connie wheeled on him, but Whiskey stepped in before the moment unraveled. “Why would you say that, Miss Castillo?”

      She squared her shoulders. “For one, I empathize with people. Unlike some,” she said, shooting Perry a pointed look.

      Perry rolled his eyes and shot Whiskey a long-suffering glance, which Whiskey ignored as he reached for another ten. “Can you be more specific, Miss Castillo?” Whiskey asked, handing her the money. “Are you talking about Hallie and Jerome?”

      “Yeah,” she said, settling into her story. “The girl was new, but Jerome? He was cool. Muy machismo, you know? Smooth with the ladies, at least the ones into pretty Negro men. But that night? Something was off. He wasn’t flirting. No real drinkin’. Just quiet conversation. Every time I passed, he shooed me off. Then, they up and left.”

      She shook her head. “And left way more than the tab was worth. That’s not like Jerome. He was a terrible tipper. Good thing he was hung like a⁠—”

      “Thank you, Connie,” Perry cut in. “Apologies, Inspector. She’s a bit rough around the edges.”

      “Better than a chupamedias pansy who doesn’t recognize a good thing when he has one,” Connie snapped.

      Whiskey cleared his throat and offered her another bill. “That’s all right. Earlier, you mentioned two other men?”

      Connie took the cash with a smirk at Perry. “Yeah. There were these two guys here. Perry, remember? The, um…leather-vest guys?”

      Perry squinted. “You mean the bikers? The vampires?”

      Whiskey arched a brow. “You get a lot of vampires at the Choice?”

      Connie snorted. “Mister, this here’s the Tenderloin. Ain’t nothin’ we don’t get a lot of.”

      Perry nodded. “Vamps, shifters, low-level spellheads, we get ’em all. We don’t advertise it, since it gives the regulars the heebie-jeebies, but we do serve some blood. Can’t say no to paying customers, you know?”

      “Anyway,” Connie said, “these two were different.”

      “How so?”

      “They were strange. Quiet. Just ordered some blood and sat there.”

      “That doesn’t sound too strange,” Whiskey said.

      “Yeah, but three hours? Never touched their drinks. Just sat there, still as statues. Didn’t talk, didn’t move. Long enough the blood started to clot.” She gave a little shudder. “I quit checking on ’em after a while. Gave me the creeps. They were…intense.”

      “When did they leave?” Whiskey asked. “Before or after Hallie and Jerome?”

      “After,” Connie said, eyes lighting up. “Why? You think they did it?”

      “Connie,” Perry snapped.

      “What? I can’t ask a question?”

      Whiskey raised a calming hand. “I’m not sure yet, Miss Castillo. Maybe. What did they look like? Anything stand out?”

      He pulled out another ten. Perry jumped in. “One was tall. Greaser hair. The other was normal size, had short hair.”

      Connie rolled her eyes. “Pendejo,” she muttered, giving Whiskey her own long-suffering look. “One was white. Big guy. Broad shoulders. Slicked-back ducktail, dark eyes, bit of stubble, scar over one eyebrow. The other was white too, with salt-and-pepper hair, cropped short like a soldier. Handsome, except for a nasty scar on his neck. Both wore jeans, plain tees, and those leather biker vests.”

      Whiskey handed her the bill. She pocketed it with a triumphant smile at Perry.

      “Any markings on the vests?”

      She tapped a fingernail against her teeth. “I remember they had a devil or somethin’ on the back. Had some initials, but I can’t remember. D, something, something? Sorry, that’s all I got.”

      Whiskey nodded, splitting the rest of his cash between them. Connie got the bigger share.

      “Thank you both.”

      “Sure! Anytime, mister,” Connie said.

      “Yeah,” added Perry. “You sure you don’t need nothin’ else?”

      Whiskey paused. “There was a tip-off the night Hallie was taken. Someone unstable-sounding called it in. You know anyone like that? Regular around the park?”

      They exchanged a glance.

      “Sorry,” Perry said. “‘Unstable’ fits most of the blisters crawling around the park these days.”

      “Yeah, the place is turning into blister central,” Connie agreed. “You could try asking around the park. Might get lucky.”

      Whiskey thanked them both and headed for the door.

      The bar’s relative warmth vanished the moment he stepped outside. Morning chill bit through his coat, and somewhere in the distance, a siren howled.

      He paused on the sidewalk, scanning the horizon.

      “Thoughts?” he asked quietly.

      “You don’t have time to chase addicts in the park,” Passenger said. “So that’s out.”

      “Agreed.” Whiskey sighed. He didn’t have the time or the manpower to track down the mystery caller. And with less than three days before the Saints ignited a war, he needed answers now. “The biker lead’s stronger, anyway. Matches what I saw at the scene. But I’ll need resources to dig into biker gangs with initials that might’ve started with a D. I need help,” he muttered. But from whom? “If Connie and Perry were telling the truth, and they had no motivation to lie, someone in the SFPD had tampered with the report. Bruno said all the right things, but even if he isn’t involved, he could still be feeding information to someone who is. He’s a liability. I’d be stupid to go to him.”

      “That leaves one viable option,” Passenger said.

      Whiskey exhaled, squinting at the thinning fog. Sunlight was just starting to break through in pale, silvery strips.

      He loathed the idea, but the FBI’s national database was his best shot.

      He nodded and turned toward his car.

      It was time to visit the bureau.
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          MICKEY GETS A GLIMPSE

        

      

    

    
      October 25, 1951

      Mickey’s pulse hammered in her ears. Fear and adrenaline made the air smell wrong, like copper and grave dirt, and the park’s silence felt pressurized, like something was still listening.

      A decade of facing the worst the world had to offer had left her jaded about most things scary. She’d fought monsters. Seen things that broke other people.

      But some things were simply worse than others.

      And that thing back there?

      Definitely fell into that category.

      Most people, for one reason or another, avoided prolonged eye contact. But any hunter worth their salt knew the eyes weren’t just pretty sensory organs. They were the first place magic surfaced. A glint of light. A shift in color. A flicker of something not quite human.

      Watch the eyes, and you not only caught insight. You got an early warning.

      Hunters who lived long enough to be called experienced did so for one reason:

      They always, always, always watched the eyes.

      But sometimes, on rare occasions, if she held long enough, Mickey saw something more.

      Something she called a Glimpse. It wasn’t just about piercing glamours. She already had True Sight for that, and tools and spells could manage the rest.

      This was different.

      Deeper.

      A direct look into someone’s essence.

      Who they were. What they wanted. How far they’d go to get it.

      The Truth. Capital T.

      But like most unconventional magic, it came without pattern, without warning. She couldn’t trigger it. Couldn’t control it. It simply…happened.

      And it hadn’t happened in years.

      That’s why she was caught off guard when, watching that thing’s eyes shift from vibrant violet to unsettling periwinkle…

      She Glimpsed.

      One moment, she was in the overgrown park, sizing up the probably-not-a-man. The next, her mind was yanked through a straw.

      Claustrophobia slammed into her. It was like being trapped in a pitch-black tunnel, lungs squeezed dry, and panic surged as, for one awful second, she thought she’d die alone, swallowed by the dark.

      Then her vision cleared, and she understood.

      She was Glimpsing.

      Suddenly she could breathe again. She doubled over, gasping, though she didn’t actually need the oxygen. Blinking, she saw she stood on a glass platform suspended high above a roiling sea of black.

      Straightening, she squinted into the chaos as wind howled past. Darkness whipped around her like a sandstorm. She turned toward the only source of light, a lone island, surrounded by crashing black waves.

      At its center stood a castle of old stone and dark wood, straight out of feudal Japan.

      She stared, stunned. The storm wasn’t just around it. It was attacking it. Shadows hurled themselves at the walls with relentless fury, shaping into claws and hammers that pounded again and again, battering the structure without pause.

      She watched, transfixed, unable to tear her eyes from the scene as the wind shrieked around her.

      Then the platform lurched beneath her. She staggered, arms pinwheeling, one foot slipping toward the edge. Her gaze dropped. And her breath caught.

      Beneath the glass, within the storm-churned sea, something moved. Stirring. Rising.

      Massive. Fast.

      Too fast to understand.

      Too big to fight.

      And in the heartbeat before the colossus shattered the platform and swallowed her whole…

      She blinked.

      And the Glimpse ended.

      Mickey was back in the park.

      Everything she’d seen had happened in the span of a single blink.

      Her knees nearly buckled as the whiplash hit. Her heart pounded, her stomach lurched. The world spun in a rush of vertigo and cold, raw fear.

      It tipped its hat, and smiled.

      And she barely managed to avoid trembling. Her Glimpses were never the same twice and never straightforward.

      But this one had been clear.

      Whatever this thing was, it wasn’t just filled with darkness. It was darkness. A void. Endless. Starving. Ancient. Drenched in power she was unable to grasp. A monster.

      And it was, without question, absolutely, positively, out of her league.

      It had taken everything she had not to reach for her weapon. Not to bolt. Not to let the fear show as she stepped aside.

      “I insist,” she’d said.

      And the thing had tipped its cap again, and walked on.

      Fear surged, tightening her muscles. Her hands hovered near her weapons, but she didn’t move. Didn’t turn. She stood, afraid any movement would betray her terror.

      It passed within a yard. Still, she didn’t flinch. The thing glanced at her, and she held her breath.

      But it looked away. Passed right by.

      Then, just before it vanished from view, she realized the Glimpse had cracked something open. She could see beneath its veneer. Saw it had something more than a shadow trailing behind. Too dark. Too slow. An echo of darkness, slithering in its wake.

      The darkness trailing behind paused. Turned. And opened its eyes.

      Slitted, violet orbs narrowed as they locked onto her. Gooseflesh rippled across her skin, but she kept her face neutral.

      By the Nine…what kind of shadow has eyes?

      Her hand twitched, but then the shadow turned as well.

      And it was gone.

      Only when it was far enough away did she continue toward the park’s edge.

      “Bullet?” she muttered.

      There was no immediate answer. A cold weight settled in her gut. She glanced over her shoulder. She saw nothing obvious, but of course, in a place like this, that meant nothing.

      After a few beats, she tried again. “Bullet?”

      Her hair stirred though the air was still.

      She spun, gun raised.

      “Boss, it’s me!” Bullet yelped.

      She exhaled sharply, releasing her anima as she shoved the weapon back into her bomber.

      “Gods damn it, Bullet. You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

      “Sorry, boss. Mr. Scary looked like he might double back, so I followed. Wanted to make sure he wasn’t up to anything dastardly.”

      “And?”

      “He wasn’t. Left the park a moment ago.”

      She let out a slow breath, holstering the gun inside her jacket.

      “We alone?”

      A moment passed before: “Yup.”

      “Good. You were right. That thing’s bad news.”

      “Yeah, well if it looks like a duck, quacks like a duck, but smells like murder and mayhem, it’s probably not a duck,” Bullet said.

      “Though,” he added, “come to think of it, that might be wrong. Ducks are vicious little bastards. This one time I was mindin’ my own business and this ornery little quacker…”

      “Why do you think it was here?” she cut in, smiling despite herself.

      “Hmmm. Could’ve been hunting. Good spot for it, plenty of cover. But why let you go?”

      Mickey frowned. That same question had been gnawing at her. “A lone woman in the woods should’ve been irresistible,” she said. “Like a bloody steak to a starving dog. But…”

      “Maybe he was already full,” Bullet offered. “Just walkin’ off the meal. He did have that cat-who-ate-the-mouse kind of look. Mmm, Cats…Hey! Weren’t we supposed to get breakfast?”

      Mickey rolled her eyes. “More like a rabid wolf. That thing’s one step away from frothing madness. And I walked right up to it. Totally unprepared. What am I, new?”

      “No!” Bullet cheered. “You’re a salty, grizzled, mean old war dog with the hideous scars to prove it!”

      Mickey pumped a fist. “Damn right.”

      “So what now, boss? We goin’ not-duck hunting? I’m thinkin’ Mr. Scary could use an introduction to Kara.”

      She considered, then shook her head.

      “Nah. We’ve got enough on our plate without ordering off menu.” At the edge of the park, she slowed. “Tell you what,” she said, fishing for her keys. “You keep an eye on Mr. Scary. Don’t take any chances; stay distant. But if he does anything monstery, you let me know.”

      Her gaze hardened. “Then we’ll let Kara give her two cents. Sound good?”

      Her hair fluttered, soft as breath, as Bullet hesitated. “You sure, boss? Someone already took a shot at you. If I’m not around, who’s watchin’ your back?”

      Mickey smiled, small and tired, but shook her head. “That’s sweet. But I’ll be fine. There’s nowhere in this city safer than Fleischburgs’.”

      Another ripple tugged at her hair. “Okay,” Bullet said. “But only if you promise to go straight there. No stops. And stay put till I get back.”

      She rolled her eyes, placed a hand over her heart, and raised three fingers.

      “All right, Bullet. I promise to go straight to Rosie’s and not leave until you get back. Scout’s honor. Satisfied, you damned worrywart?”

      “Unquestionably,” he replied, cheerful as ever.

      Mickey nodded. “Good. Now get out of here, will you? That thing’s probably halfway to Los Angeles by now.”

      One last flutter of wind tugged at her hair before stillness settled across her shoulders like a weight.

      She sighed, already regretting sending him away. Bullet had become so constant, so ever-present, she sometimes forgot what real silence felt like. Now, without him, the quiet pressed in.

      And the memory of her Glimpse hit again.

      The storm of darkness. She’d felt its hunger. Its need. And a shiver crept up her spine.

      Not only did her Glimpses scare the living hell out of her; they left something behind, scars on her psyche. And this one had done more than scar. It had unearthed something. Something she’d buried years ago.

      She’d felt that kind of darkness, that need, before.

      During the war.

      The air suddenly felt tight, heavy. Like a noose closing around her throat. She hurried the last few paces to the Super Deluxe. She was vulnerable. Exposed. She needed to be inside. Somewhere with doors. Locks. Protections.

      She flinched as a school bell rang behind her and turned to see a playground buzzing with laughter. Kids no older than seven burst from the school, clambering over jungle gyms behind a chain-link fence. She stared longer than she should have, then forced herself to move. Calmly, mechanically, she climbed into the car and locked the doors.

      The laughter dulled to a muffled echo, replaced by the quick beat of her pulse threaded with whispers and the occasional phantom screech. Her breath hitched. Her hands shook. And somewhere deep inside, something cracked.

      Memories rushed in like floodwater.

      She’d tried, gods, she’d tried, to bury them.

      But like corpses in shallow graves, they always rose when it rained.

      She fumbled through her purse with trembling fingers.

      Found a cigarette.

      Lit it on the third try.

      Even that familiar ritual barely slowed her pulse.

      A mission gone wrong.

      A bridge.

      The screech of a train.

      A Glimpse into a realm of hate and need.

      The cigarette slipped from her fingers.

      She grabbed the steering wheel.

      Tried to shut it out.

      The shrieks of the undead.

      The utter silence of the dead.

      She gripped so hard her knuckles ached.

      “What in all the hells am I doing here?” she whispered.

      It was too much.

      She’d already been surprised, had nearly been gunned down by rogue, government-protected vampires. And now? Actual gods were meddling in her case.

      She wasn’t good enough.

      She was never good enough.

      Yet…here I am.

      Still alive.

      And why is that?

      “Because…” she whispered.

      Because I’m a coward.

      She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. She should leave. The Lament might grant an extension. They’d add to the debt, but they’d want her alive. She could still walk away. She would walk away.

      But first, she needed a drink. Something to shove the memories back into their graves. To chase away the doubt. The weakness.

      She groped for the bottle in the back seat. And touched paper. She yanked it forward, ready to toss it.

      Then paused.

      It was the articles Maggie Pomponio had given her, had worked so hard to collect. And clipped to them was a note:

      Miss McFinn,

      There are actual monsters out there.

      Thanks to you, I know we’ll get them.

      —Maggie

      Another piece of paper slid to the floor. She looked down to see another note written by Maggie. The message was simple. Hastily written. Containing six names.

      Rose Buffet

      Dorothy Alcantara

      Alice Suena

      Elsa Cierva

      Merida Tietjen

      Hallie Baptiste

      They hit like a punch to the heart. Six missing women. Six innocents still missing. With no one else looking for them except a blubbering mess behind the wheel of a battered Ford Super Deluxe.

      Mickey swallowed hard. Cracking like an egg now wouldn’t help anyone. It would only give the monsters more time. More opportunities.

      “Gods damn it,” she muttered, wiping her face with her sleeve. “Don’t think I don’t see what you’re doing.”

      She inhaled slowly, corralled the stampede of memories, and shoved them back in their box.

      She turned the key in the ignition.

      And hells, if all else fails, she thought, maybe this time, you’ll get your wish.
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          MICKEY PLAYS WITH TOYS

        

      

    

    
      October 25, 1951

      Fleischburgs’ Luxury Magi-Mechanics was the West Coast’s premier magi-tech enhancement shop, and it looked the part. The two-story structure sprawled across an entire city block, more warehouse than garage, with three massive bay doors large enough for vehicles to drive straight in.

      Inside, a team of young, attentive apprentices stood ready to guide customers to the front, where the waiting area rivaled the lobby of a high-end hotel. Clients could sip imported coffee, enjoy cigars from a luxury smoke shop, or get a haircut from one of two barbers while their vehicles received the finest enhancements money could buy.

      Mickey bypassed all of it.

      She guided the Super Deluxe past the main entrance and turned down the back alley. A sign reading EMPLOYEE ACCESS ONLY hung above what looked like a solid wall, but she didn’t even tap the brakes. The illusion shimmered, flickered, then vanished, revealing a hidden garage door that rumbled open.

      The massive, well-lit workshop beyond was a shrine to craftsmanship. Blue and white dominated the space, accented with gold. Jewish artifacts lined the walls beside gleaming magi-tech tools. Everything from the rows of tools to the painted cement floors was spotless, precise, and top of the line.

      Bearded dwarves bustled about, working on a line of high-end vehicles raised on lifts. The pneumatic hiss of wrenches and drills cut through the steady stream of klezmer music, drifting in from somewhere unseen, punctuated by sharp exchanges in Hungarian-tinged Yiddish.

      Mickey pulled into an open bay beneath a mural-sized sign that read,

      NOTHING BEATS A FLEISCHBURG.

      She killed the engine, climbed out, and leaned against the driver’s-side door, waiting to be noticed by a trio of dwarves amid some sort of animated debate.

      The first, a shaggy blond with a long beard and matching payot, brandished a newspaper like a weapon.

      “This Lichten character may act like a macher,” he declared in thickly accented English. “Vith all the donations, and speeches, and party planning, but I’m telling ju, the man’s a ganef!”

      The second dwarf, a broad, mountainous figure, crossed his arms over a granite-colored beard streaked with white, blue, and gold beads. An amused smile played on his lips.

      “Hugh Lichten’s a competitor of Cloud Nine, Ephraim. I’d have thought ju’d appreciate him for that alone.”

      Ephraim flushed and flapped the paper harder. “Appreciate him for vut? Look at vut he’s done to the shipping industry! Bringing in all those foreign schvartzes and other dwims to replace local vorkers? It’s robbery! Mark my words, the man’s a schmuck! He and the schmucks at Cloud Nine are strangling the free market, building monopolies. They’re all schmucks!”

      The third dwarf, his beard streaked in autumnal hues of red, gold, and brown, barked a laugh as he leaned over the exposed engine of a jet-black Bentley Mark VI.

      “Bah! Ju think everyone’s a schmuck!”

      “That’s because they are!” Ephraim shouted, stabbing the paper with a meaty finger. “Look! He’s got this fancy-schmancy SPEC tower with its own tier-two power crystal for the treaty. The one using that goy’s microwave calibration tech. Magical transference theory or vutever from the guy whose kid got abducted. His crystals are broadcasting the treaty. Vut’s his name?”

      “Franklin?” Granite Beard offered.

      “Vutever! He’s in Lichten’s pocket too! And now the poor schmucks living in Palo Alto and all those other cities must look at this eyesore. It looks like a giant metal schmeckle springing into the air!”

      Autumn Beard chuckled. “Not that big, eh, Ephraim?” he teased with a wink.

      Granite Beard roared with laughter. When he sobered, he clapped Ephraim on the shoulder. “All right, all right, but even if that’s true, what’s wrong with the man funding magi-tech advancements?”

      “Vut’s wrong?” Ephraim echoed. “He’s one step away from owning most of the shipping on the Vest Coast and now the broadcasting companies too! It’s villainy! I tell ju, it’s…”

      He broke off mid-rant. His eyes had locked on Mickey. His expression rolled from consternation to surprise, then right back to consternation as his gaze flicked from her to the car.

      “Vot did ju do to my car?” he yelled.

      The other two turned at his outburst. Both smiled, exchanging knowing looks.

      Mickey smirked and crossed her arms. “Your car?” she asked, all innocence.

      Ephraim muttered something under his breath and stormed toward the vehicle, digging a rag from the pocket of his herringbone coveralls. He wiped his hands as he circled, eyes sharp as he assessed the vehicle.

      “Ju burned out all the protective enhancements,” he grumbled, tracing the ruined glyphs. He opened the passenger door and pointed at a melted set of runes.

      “The stealth and comms wards have shmutz and scratches all over them, and vut in the name of frozen Gehinnom is this?”

      Mickey shrugged. “It got a little hot this summer.”

      Ephraim’s face darkened. “A little hot?! Ju, ju…” He jabbed his finger like a weapon. “Ju are a destroyer! To take art and turn it to furshlugginer, it’s sacrilege! An act against God himself!”

      Mickey grinned. “What can I say, Effy? I play hard.”

      Ephraim turned redder. “Ju, ju should not be allowed such gifts!” he sputtered. “I should⁠—”

      “Now, now, Ephraim,” Granite Beard interjected. “It is not for us to decide such things.”

      He turned to Mickey and inclined his head. “Miss McFinn, as ever, it is a pleasure to welcome ju back to our place of business.”

      Mickey smiled, mirroring the nod but dipping her head a fraction deeper. Like everything with the dwarven people, the role of tradesperson and client came with expectations.

      “Hello, Ibrahim. Your shop, as always, is a marvel to behold.” She folded her hands. “It’s a rare gift indeed to be attended by such paragons of the Craft. I am humbled and delighted to once again find myself in your presence.”

      A little extra formality never hurt with the Fleischburgs. They were about as progressive as dwarves got, but traditions were traditions.

      Proprieties completed, she shot Ibrahim a wink, cupping a hand theatrically around her mouth.

      “Except Grumpy over there,” she stage-whispered. “He could use a good lay.”

      Ephraim looked about two seconds from bursting a blood vessel as Ibrahim and Autumn Beard burst into laughter.

      The autumn-bearded dwarf shot Mickey a wink and clapped Ephraim on the back, steering him toward the Bentley as the two resumed their banter in Yiddish.

      Mickey smiled. “It’s good to be back.”

      “And it’s good to see ju haven’t lost your chutzpah, Mickey,” Ibrahim said, opening his arms for a hug. “Though invoking that awful cartoon was low, even for ju.”

      Mickey bent slightly to embrace the burly man. She was a head taller, but dwarves were built like boulders. Her arms didn’t even come close to wrapping around him.

      They separated, and Mickey gestured toward the shop. “Business seems to be going well.”

      “Aye,” Ibrahim said, eyes twinkling as they swept the space.

      Though they worked in different disciplines, Ibrahim and Rosie Fleischburg were pioneers of magi-tech—the delicate, intricate fusion of magic and science. It had taken decades of toil and several relocations, but he and his clan had turned a rundown warehouse into the thriving enterprise it was today. Fleischburgs’ now catered to the upper crust of San Francisco and beyond. Anything from comfort to performance to security. If you could imagine it, and afford it, they could build it.

      He exhaled and turned back to her.

      “So, what brings ju through our doors, Michelle McFinn? I doubt it’s only to torture poor Ephraim.”

      Mickey laughed. “No, but it’s a real perk.”

      Ibrahim snorted.

      “Is she in? I’ve got something she might find interesting.”

      He jerked a thumb toward the back. “Aye, she’s in her workshop. She’ll be happy to see ju.” He slapped the roof of the Super Deluxe. “And while ju catch up, I’ll make sure this disgrace gets a proper tune-up, yes?”

      Mickey bowed. “I do not deserve the kindness, Ibrahim.”

      “Of course ju do!” he scoffed, waving her off. “Ju may be a heathen and a charlatan, but ju’re a mensch, and my Rosie considers ju a friend.” He grinned. “Also, ju’ll be paying for the services, of course.”

      Mickey gave her sweetest smile. “Do I get the mensch discount?”

      Ibrahim’s teeth flashed bright white through his beard. “Why not?”

      Mickey shot him a wink and headed down the corridor.

      Past the office and break area, she stopped at a door marked “PRIVATE.” Beyond it stretched a plain hallway ending in a single metal security door.

      The moment her foot hit the tile, magic pressed down like a lead blanket. Rosie’s runes didn’t just scan; they judged. Each step grew heavier, her limbs dragging as the enchantment probed for threats. By the halfway point, she was panting.

      Then, as if they’d never existed, they lifted.

      Mickey paused and glanced back. The hallway looked unchanged, but she felt like she’d walked much farther than twenty steps.

      Shaking it off, she turned and knocked.

      A familiar, gruff voice crackled to life over the intercom, nestled between glowing crystal sconces.

      “Halt!” Ephraim’s recording barked. “Ju are to be scanned. Hold still or die!”

      Mickey sighed, but stood still.

      Red beams swept over her in agonizing slow motion. When it reached her feet and crawled back up, the crystals flashed green with a cheerful bing, followed by a series of heavy ka-chunks as many, many locks disengaged.

      “Ju are clear! Proceed in peace and have a happy day!” Ephraim’s voice ordered.

      She saluted the speaker and stepped inside.

      The shift was immediate. She hadn’t just entered another room. She’d entered an entirely different building.

      A flicker of movement caught Mickey’s eye. She turned but saw nothing. Shrugging, she stepped forward, and ran straight into a refreshment table that she was certain hadn’t been there a moment ago.

      The crash of toppled drinks and spilled sandwiches echoed through the space.

      “Damn it! Every time,” she grumbled, stepping over the mess. Glancing toward the space, she added, “Thanks, but I’m good. No need for more snacks.”

      Nobody answered, but Mickey got the distinct impression that the silence disapproved.

      A distant buzzing, punctuated by sharp crackles and hisses, drew her attention. The workshop was the size of a hangar. Unlike the pristine order of Ibrahim’s garage, this place was a riot of controlled chaos. Rows upon rows of shelves brimmed with half-finished experiments, components, and a random assortment of inexplicable oddities.

      The only noticeable similarity between the two spaces was the same klezmer music drifting in from somewhere unseen.

      She followed the sound, weaving through the shelves, marveling at the sheer volume of strange clutter. One aisle held racks of medieval weaponry. Another, jars of dead reptiles. Then came crates marked “Gunpowder,” followed by marionettes with firearms for hands.

      Eventually, she found the source of the noise: a cluttered workstation wedged between an industrial refrigeration unit and a wooden spindle lifted straight from a Grimm’s fairy tale.

      At the bench stood a dwarfish woman, welding what looked suspiciously like the grip of a cannon.

      Rosie.

      She wore an outfit torn between Popular Science and Good Housekeeping: thick gloves and a leather apron over a stylish yellow-and-green dress embroidered with intricate pumpkin designs. The dress hugged her plump frame up top, flowed to her ankles, and matched her bright orange high heels.

      Midnight-black hair, curled into a Lucille Ball–style poodle cut, peeked from beneath a steel welding mask.

      Mickey waited as Rosie finished her work, shut off the torch, and lifted her mask to reveal a broad face adorned with ruby lipstick, blue eyeshadow, and pencil-thin brows.

      She squealed and stripped off her gloves and apron before pulling Mickey into a warm, matronly embrace. “Michelle!”

      Mickey grinned. “Hiya, Rosie.”

      Rosie held her at arm’s length, hazelnut eyes scanning her from head to toe. Unlike the bearded, broad-shouldered male dwarves, Rosie’s face was soft and open. Scan complete, it pinched into a look of tight concern. “Bubeleh?” she asked. “What happened?”

      Mickey winced. She’d forgotten how tuned in Rosie was to her moods. The dwarf was a damned emotional bloodhound.

      “Nothing,” she said, forcing a grin. “Though your little helpers nearly killed me.”

      Rosie waved a hand. “The Túndérek get a little overexcited when we have company. But that’s not what I’m talking about, doll, and you know it. And where the hells have you been? You promised you wouldn’t go this long between visits.”

      Mickey looked away. Hoping to throw her off the scent, she tossed out red meat. “Oh, you know how it is,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Had a little spat with a less-than-friendly debt collector.”

      Rosie’s expression darkened. “What did I tell you about that crowd? Julian may be a couple fish short of a school, but the Lament are no joke, and that shlang boss of theirs, D’Antona, is a real demon. If you’d just let me lend you the⁠—”

      Mickey cut her off with a sharp shake of her head. “I said no, Rosie,” she said, fingers digging into her purse for a cigarette. “I may be a weasel, but I’m not about to abuse our friendship to clean up my mess. And I didn’t come here to blubber. I brought you a gift. A challenge.”

      Rosie’s gaze flicked to the cigarette as Mickey lit it. “You know a study came out last year that says those things’ll kill you?”

      Mickey exhaled a slow stream of smoke. “You don’t say?”

      A moment passed. Rosie didn’t reply, though Mickey could see the words forming behind her eyes. Then she blew out a breath. She might have looked barely into her forties, but Rosie was pushing a century and a half, and she’d long since mastered the art of patience. Plus, she knew Mickey too well.

      “Challenge, you said?”

      Mickey smirked as she pulled the baggie containing the shavings she’d taken from the park from her coat. “I need you to find out what kind of tire this comes from.”

      Rosie scoffed, folding her arms. “Not much of a challenge, doll.”

      “Ah,” Mickey said, lifting a finger. “The FBI can trace a sample in a few hours, if they know what they’re trying to match.”

      Rosie frowned. “And who do you think built the system that makes that even possible?”

      “Well,” Mickey said, dangling the baggie like a hypnotist’s watch, “my challenge is for you to beat their time. And do it with no background information at all.”

      Rosie glared at her a moment longer before a grin spread across her round face. She snatched the bag from Mickey’s fingers, eyes glinting with mischief.

      “Oh, I like this game,” she said, studying the contents. “I can do it in two hours, or your tune-up’s free.”

      Mickey stuck out a hand. “Deal.”

      “Ah,” Rosie added, clamping down on Mickey’s hand with a surprisingly viselike grip and raising a finger with her free hand. “If I beat the time, you pay Ibrahim full price.”

      Mickey grimaced, no longer thinking her ingenious plan to distract Rosie was quite so genius. “Ugh. Fine.”

      Still grinning, Rosie released Mickey and led her to a contraption that looked like a microscope crossbred with a jukebox, its core pulsing with a soft, steady glow.

      Humming along to the background klezmer music, the artificer plugged in a monitor cable and furrowed her brow as she twisted a dial. Mickey watched as the crystals on the device glowed blue and the screen blinked to life, white-on-blue text scrolling across it.

      With a nod, Rosie sprinkled the sample into a petri dish and slid it beneath the lens. Another turn of the dial, a short breath, and golden motes kindled to life, swirling like sunlit dust over the shavings.

      “There,” she said, turning back to Mickey. “That needs to run for a bit.”

      Mickey sighed wistfully as she glanced around the cluttered brilliance of the lab. “Gee,” she said, glancing sidelong at her friend. “How should we spend the time?”

      Rosie’s face stayed neutral, though her eyes seemed to shine just a little brighter. “We could catch up. You could tell me what you’ve been doing these last six months.”

      Pretending not to hear, Mickey ran her fingers along the spindle beside Rosie’s workstation, feigning inspection.

      “If only there were a fun way to kill two hours,” she mused aloud. “Now, what could that be? Hmm. Well. I am standing in the world’s greatest artificer’s shop…”

      Rosie gave her a long look. “Yeah? So?”

      Mickey glanced at her feet, feigning sheepishness.

      “So, I dunno. I’d be a fool not to sample some of the new wares, wouldn’t I?”

      Rosie crossed her arms. “Interesting. And what’s in it for said world’s greatest artificer?”

      “Free advertising,” Mickey said without missing a beat.

      Rosie rolled her eyes. “The only people who see you use my gear end up dead or in prison,” she scoffed.

      Mickey shrugged, tilting her head innocently and giving her voice a girlish little lilt. “How about because I’m just so very cute?”

      Rosie gave her a flat stare. “Bubeleh. You expect me to hand over my top-of-the-line, highly valuable, outrageously expensive merchandise for free because you’re cute?”

      “No,” Mickey said, batting her lashes. “Because I’m so very cute.”

      Rosie’s composure cracked as she snorted, and both women burst into laughter. “Well,” Rosie said, shaking her head, “I may just happen to have a few new toys lying around.”

      Mickey’s eyes lit up. “Now you’re talkin’.”

      Rosie held up a hand. “Afterwards, we sit down and talk. All right?”

      Mickey sighed, but nodded. “All right,” she confirmed.

      Satisfied, Rosie led her past shelf after shelf of semiorganized chaos to a corner draped in a large white sheet.

      Mickey shook her head.

      “What did you do? See me coming and cover this stuff up for dramatic effect?”

      “No.” Rosie sniffed. “I had the Túndér do it. Now hush. You’re spoiling my fun.” With a flourish, she yanked the sheet away.

      “Tada!”

      Mickey frowned.

      “But…these are actually toys.”

      Rosie beamed. “I’ve been thinking about your particular skill set, not just the regular stuff.”

      “But I like the regular stuff,” Mickey whined.

      Rosie placed her hands on her hips, which reminded Mickey of the years she’d spent with the woman as a young agent at the bureau.

      “Michelle. Sweetie. Do you trust me?”

      Mickey sighed. “With my life.”

      “Then let me show you.”

      Rosie grabbed a bag and began filling it with what looked like children’s toys.

      “You know why you’re my favorite, doll? It’s not just ’cause we go back a few years. I’m old. I got plenty of friends I’ve known far longer than you.”

      Mickey smirked. “Gee, Rosie. I’m touched.”

      Rosie didn’t so much hand over as dump the now-overstuffed bag into Mickey’s arms before grabbing another.

      “It’s because your magical proclivities are so unique. You’re a puzzle box. An oddity. A blatant, unmistakable freak of natural magic.”

      Mickey grunted under the weight. “Uh, thanks?”

      “No,” Rosie said, reaching up to pinch her cheek. “Thank you, you beautiful, sweet, oh so strange aberration.”

      Then she spun and marched deeper into the facility. “Follow me.”

      Staggering under the heavy bag of toys, Mickey followed Rosie into a new area. This one was set up like a gun range with steel-framed mannequins standing in for paper targets.

      “So,” Rosie said, plopping her bag onto the table and motioning for Mickey to do the same. “Thaumaturgy 101. What do we know about magic?”

      Mickey hesitated. “Uhm…”

      Rosie rolled her eyes. “Don’t blow a fuse, doll. Just sit and listen. Consider this your own personal Great Revelation.”

      Mickey muttered something about where Rosie could stick her revelation, but sat as her friend wheeled over a clean chalkboard.

      As a hunter, she didn’t need to know how a gun functioned; as long as she pointed and pulled the trigger, and it made things go away, she didn’t care about how it worked. That was for people like Rosie.

      “Magic,” said Rosie, scrawling the word across the board, “is energy manipulated for specific purposes. Human scientists used to think it broke the rules of pre-Revelatory physics, but we mythics, who’ve worked with it since the dawn of thought, know better. Magic doesn’t break those laws; it expands them. And like physics, it operates under a strict set of rules.”

      She wrote “Laws” and circled it.

      “For today, we care about the Law of Origin. It says magic comes from three sources.”

      She ticked them off, chalk clicking against the board. “One: Ultimate beings. They go by a lot of names, but most folks call them the Divine, or gods.

      “Two: Nature. Or more precisely, the life energy of living organisms. That’s what powers all those fancy crystals.” She grimaced. “I could rant about the ethics of that idiocy, but we don’t have time for an environmental lecture, so, moving on.”

      “And three: Spirit,” she said, writing the word and circling it a few times. “Also called anima. Some say it’s cosmic life energy. Others call it grace made manifest. Many, myself included, believe it’s the soul itself. But whichever camp you fall into, everyone agrees: it’s what lets higher life-forms use magic at will.”

      She turned, chalk still in hand. “With me so far, doll?”

      Mickey rolled her eyes. “Yes, Professor.”

      “Good. Now, anima may let any Tom, Dick, or Harriet use magic, but it’s limited. Why?”

      “It depends on the strength of the user?” Mickey guessed. “Or by your logic the strength of their soul.”

      “Exactly. We all start with a baseline, but that baseline shifts depending on your natural inclination,” Rosie said, gesturing with her hands like she was balancing invisible scales. “That’s why you usually see specialists, not generalists, among the mortal races. Mastering every form of magic takes time and effort. Lots of it. We’re talking millennia. Time only gods can actually afford. And even they tend to stick to whatever falls under their domain.”

      She shook her head with a sigh.

      “But that’s another can of squirmy, divine, reality-bending worms, and we don’t have time for that mess.”

      Mickey rubbed her forehead. “This is why I avoid theory,” she muttered. “Too many tangents, too few answers.”

      She exhaled slowly, trying to organize her thoughts. “All right, so, getting away from the squirmy gods, if everyone else starts at a baseline, why are mythics so much better at magic than humans?”

      Rosie raised a finger. “Ah, we aren’t. It just seems that way, because each type of being, each individual, starts from a different baseline.”

      Mickey frowned. “That doesn’t seem fair.”

      Rosie shrugged. “No one said it was, doll. But that doesn’t change the facts. Same thing with nature. Some creatures climb better, some swim better, some burrow, you get the idea. We developed magical strengths the same way. It varies based on environment, biology, even culture. And sure, there are always outliers, but patterns do emerge.”

      She pointed at the golden bear medallion around Mickey’s neck. “And I wouldn’t complain if I were you.” She nodded at it. “Your people, like a lot of insular Native populations, were using totems long before the Revelation. That legacy makes your anima more efficient with focuses. Costs you less. Hits harder. You’re not stronger than the average John Smith, but you started from a different place on the scale.”

      Her eyes twinkled. “You can’t tell me that little advantage hasn’t come in handy once or twice.”

      Mickey’s fingers brushed the medallion. As usual, it stirred certain memories, but she shoved them down, forcing her focus back to the conversation. “So in a few hundred years, will it all even out?” she asked.

      Rosie shrugged. “More like a few thousand,” she said. “But probably. For now, magic is a skill, and like any skill, with enough training and discipline, someone can catch up to raw talent. You just have to learn to stand before you can walk.”

      Mickey nodded. “But it’s easier to stick with what you’re good at. Once you find something that works, you lean into it, and what starts as a small gap turns into a chasm. Not because it has to, just because it’s easier that way.” She shrugged. “I mean, sure, someone could catch me. But why bother when what they’ve got works just fine?”

      Rosie smiled. “I guess you do have a brain hidden behind that pretty face,” she said, ignoring Mickey’s rude gesture and pressing on.

      “It’s also why people use spells, no training required. Just some reading, a little oomph, and you’re in business. A focus is just a spell attached to an object. They fall into two types.”

      She held up a finger. “Unitary and Amelioration.”

      Mickey blinked. “Uh…could you try the English versions of those words, please?”

      Rosie rolled her eyes. “Oy. This is why I have a problem with the educational system.”

      She took a calming breath.

      “Okay. First: Unitary foci. One effect, one purpose. Like a leaf blower. It blows air. Simple as that. It’s easy to use, and thanks to the focusing effect of the glyph work, it costs a lot less anima than casting the spell raw.”

      Mickey pressed her lips together as she thought. “So what about those hoverboards kids are obsessed with?” She asked. “They do more than one thing.”

      “They’re still Unitary foci,” Rosie said, “but they’ve been linearly superimposed.”

      Mickey nodded slowly. “Right. Of course.”

      Rosie sighed. “It means a bunch of spells stacked on top of each other.”

      “Gotcha. Why not just say that?”

      “May I continue?”

      Mickey grinned. “Please do.”

      “As you so astutely pointed out,” Rosie said, lips twitching into a smirk even as she shot Mickey an annoyed glance, “complex devices use multiple glyphs stacked together to produce multiple effects. That’s how you get tools that do more than one thing.

      “But like I said at the beginning of all this, magic follows laws. The more spells you stack, the more complex the system. Some systems—like what the arrogant pricks at the API are doing with their hyper-trans-tachyon calibration devices, the ones they’re using to transmit those scry spells halfway across the globe—can get uber complex. I mean, how those idiots plan to power something like that responsibly when alpha-grade crystals are so damn expensive is not only fiscally irresponsible, it’s dangerous. If some poor fool tried to power one of those rigs on their own, they’d drain themselves dry. Best-case scenario? Coma. More likely? They end up a pile of dust on someone’s overpriced floor.”

      Mickey frowned slightly. “Wait. They’re transmitting spells now?”

      Before Rosie could reply, Mickey shook her head, cutting her off. “Never mind. Listen, Rosie—unless you want my brain to start melting out my ears, you may want to stay on topic here.”

      Rosie blinked. “Oh,” she said, clearing her throat. “Right. Sorry, doll. Jumped ahead to Thaumaturgy 201. Where was I?”

      “Unitary foci equals simple. Lots stacked together equals not simple,” Mickey supplied.

      Rosie nodded. “Right. And the more complex a system, the higher the output. The higher the output, the higher the cost. So the more foci on a device, the more juice it needs to run.

      “This is where power crystals come in,” Rosie continued. “Crystals store energy. Oodles of it. Depending on the grade, oodles and boodles. And it’s incredibly expensive—not to mention dangerous. Sure, they say their devices come with built-in so-called safeguards to keep the draw within survivable limits, but considering they’ve got their fingers in every government oversight committee supposedly policing them, there are enough corners being cut that there’s no way⁠—”

      Mickey cleared her throat pointedly, earning an eye roll from Rosie before she finished, “They are rechargeable.”

      She jabbed the chalk at the board, then seemed to rein herself in.

      “Which brings us to the second class of focus: Amelioration foci. Enhancers—or, as I like to call them, boosters. They take an ability, a spell, whatever, and make it better. You don’t see them much. They’ve gotta be custom built for a specific magical effect, or a specific user. And if they’re not tuned right…”

      Mickey arched a brow. “More dead?”

      Unfazed, Rosie grabbed a rag and wiped her hands. “If they are tuned properly, they can drastically reduce the cost of more complex systems. But artificers are only beginning to scratch the surface of that kind of tech. It’s still faster, and a whole lot safer, to stack spells linearly and power them with heavy-duty crystals.”

      She tossed the towel onto the table and turned to Mickey. “So. Why do I bring all this up?”

      Mickey smirked. “I have a feeling I’m about to find out.”

      Rosie crossed her arms.

      “I know it’s been fifteen minutes and you haven’t shot anything, but try to stay with me. Magically speaking. What do we know about Michelle McFinn?”

      Mickey shrugged. “I make lightning.”

      Rosie gave her an unimpressed look. “You know what I’m asking.”

      Mickey sighed. “Sometimes I can Boost things on my own. Make them work better without a focus.”

      Rosie snorted. “Doll, that is such an understatement of the magic you perform naturally, but is so complex that the rest of us schmucks need highly advanced, intricately designed foci just to barely manage it. It’s borderline offensive.”

      She shook her head, and her voice softened. “You don’t just Boost. You intuitively transmute nonliving objects into Amelioration foci. That’s magic beyond anything I’ve ever seen, or, for that matter, ever even heard of.”

      Mickey frowned. “That can’t be right.”

      “Sweetie,” Rosie said, spreading her hands, “I’ve looked. Spent years looking. And I’ve come up with bupkis. It’s simple. What you can do is…” She shrugged. “Special.”

      Mickey shifted, suddenly uncomfortable. “Not that it does me much good,” she muttered. “It’s unstable. Anything I’m not trying to blow up is a gamble. I already have all the foci I need, thanks to you. It makes my thing kind of redundant.”

      Rosie’s eyes gleamed. “What if I told you, with the right foci, you could Boost already Ameliorated powers?”

      Mickey leaned in a fraction. “That could be interesting.”

      Rosie grinned, sharp as a switchblade. “What’s your number one obstacle in life?”

      “I’m not tall enough to reach most top shelves,” Mickey deadpanned.

      Rosie rubbed her face. “Of all the people, I had to choose this one as my—” She cut herself off. “No, dummy. People don’t see a hunter. They see a cute little thing with golden eyes and a nice figure.”

      “Oh. Yeah. That too.”

      “Well, that’s also your advantage. You’re overlooked. Underestimated. And while most people these days can sense magical energy…”

      She held up a small plastic egg, the kind that was used to hold Silly Putty. “A woman with toys in her purse?”

      “Just looks like a silly girl with knickknacks,” Mickey finished.

      Rosie winked and handed over the egg. “Regular Silly Putty. Moldable. Bouncy. Picks up ink from newspapers. But for you…”

      Mickey cracked it open. Inside, the putty shimmered with tiny crystalline flecks glinting like stars. “It’s a highly versatile Amelioration compound,” Rosie said. “Can you feel it?”

      Mickey nodded. The putty tugged at her, like it wanted her magic. Without thinking, she let it. She Boosted. Her anima surged into it, and the material crackled with golden sparks.

      “Wait!” Rosie yelped, smacking the putty from her hand and tackling her behind the safety barrier just as it rolled onto the range.

      A heartbeat later, it exploded.

      Lightning and concussive force ripped through the air, sending mannequins flying.

      Coughing through the smoke, ears ringing, Mickey rolled out from under Rosie and stared at the scorched spot where the putty had been.

      Rosie sat up, smoothing her hair.

      “Okay. My fault. I should’ve said not to activate the rare, unstable weaponry without instructions.”

      Mickey couldn’t help the sheepish grin that spread across her face. “Wow. I feel fine. Little winded. That barely took any anima at all.”

      “If you’d let me finish,” Rosie said, checking her reflection in the now-scuffed metal shield, “the focus reacts to your intent. It enhances your ability to store detonation potential and lets you release the energy on command, your standard type of boom. But if you focus on the enhancement, it increases the explosive output while staying stable as long as you concentrate.”

      She handed over a second egg. “Plus, it’s sticky. Should adhere to most surfaces. Now give it another try.”

      Mickey nodded and focused on the putty.

      “Wait!”

      She froze, eyes snapping to Rosie.

      The dwarf nodded and took a large step behind the shield, slipped on oversize safety glasses, popped in a pair of earplugs, and gave a chipper thumbs-up. “Okay. Now give it a try.”

      Mickey shot her an exasperated look but turned back to the putty.

      This time, she started with lightning. The compound drank it in, glowing faintly and then crackling. She held the charge. It was like patting her head and rubbing her stomach at the same time, but she focused and layered her Boosting ability on top. The magic didn’t make any sound, but she felt it work. Like something inside her clicked. Locked into place.

      The glow faded. But she could still feel it was armed, stable, and waiting.

      Her mouth fell open slightly.

      “Throw it,” Rosie urged.

      Mickey hurled the putty down the range and dived behind the barrier just as she released the charge.

      Even with the shield, the shock wave hit like the world’s strongest man swinging a pillow. She and Rosie hit the floor, laughing as mannequin limbs rained down like confetti. A fresh crater marked the range.

      Coughing through the haze, Mickey shouted, “Are you sure you’re a dwarf and not an elf? Because I’m pretty sure this is Christmas morning!”

      The grins on both women were absolutely maniacal.

      Mickey clapped her hands together. “Okay, what else you got?”

      Rosie, eyes bright with mischief, reached for more toys.
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          WHISKEY IS FED UP

        

      

    

    
      October 25, 1951

      South of the Tenderloin, nestled between McAllister and Market Streets, sprawled the San Francisco Civic Center and Civic Center Plaza. Home to the city’s largest governmental and cultural institutions, its mix of grand architecture and manicured landscapes made it the prime gathering place for any major event in the Golden City.

      This time, however, the birthplace of the United Nations was preparing to host not one major event, but two. While delegates from across the free world assembled in Veterans Memorial Hall and the War Memorial Opera House to sign the Treaty of Peace with Japan, the plaza outside was being transformed into the largest fall festival in West Coast history.

      City planners had nearly rioted when a scheduling glitch landed both events on the same day. But a sudden influx of cash from wealthy donors helped smooth things over. El Corazón de Carnaval, the heart of the festival, would rival the 1915 World’s Fair, dazzling every passerby with its riot of color and spectacle. Behind high-security fences, the plaza thrummed with festively decorated booths, carnival rides, tents, and street performers.

      Just beyond the fairgrounds, inside the Federal Building at 50 United Nations Plaza, the only thing dazzling Whiskey was a headache.

      Finally cleared to enter the FBI’s Regional Field Office, he made his way through the main doors, weaving past a legion of agents, staff, and visitors flooding the not-so-quiet corridors. If the city planners were feeling the strain, the bureau was being pulled apart at the seams.

      As the lead security agency, the FBI was coordinating with the Secret Service, SFPD, and the National Guard to protect the entire city. With UN delegates arriving by the day, preparations had escalated into full-blown operations.

      With so many high-ranking political figures in one place, intrigue would flow more freely than booze. The Hoover-led FBI would never miss a chance for intelligence gathering. Whiskey could only imagine the sheer number of bugs, surveillance devices, and undercover agents already deployed. Even in a relatively small city like San Francisco, the logistics were staggering. Add in the chaos of Carnaval, and his stomach churned at the implications.

      Despite the frantic symphony of ringing phones, clacking typewriters, and hushed conversations in the waiting area, Whiskey’s aura senses registered an unnerving calm.

      Bureau personnel were rigorously trained in aura control. Even the support staff had it down cold.

      It was eerie, being surrounded by so much frantic motion and feeling none of it.

      But, as always inside bureau walls, Whiskey kept his expression neutral while he waited.

      Someone had decorated the lobby for Halloween. Kitschy pumpkins, bats, and spiders were scattered across filing cabinets and side tables. A string of dancing tuxedoed skeletons reminded him of George Baptiste. He checked his watch.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Passenger mused.

      The corners of Whiskey’s lips twitched. “That can’t be good.”

      “Yes, yes, you’re oh so clever,” it replied, the pulse of an eye roll vibrating through his skull. “But if this Baron Samedi was at the abduction site, what was he doing there? There are laws against deities meddling in human affairs. This one practically called the cops himself.”

      Whiskey toyed with his fedora, considering the point. He’d been thinking along similar lines since spotting that trail of dead things at the crime scene.

      “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “But you’re right. This kind of interference is unique.”

      That thought triggered a memory. “Didn’t George say he was the Baron’s descendant or something?”

      “Hmm,” Passenger mused. “I suppose that could be it. They took the Baron’s great-great-great-great-great-great-granddaughter, so it’s personal.”

      Whiskey shrugged. “Perhaps. There’s precedent for gods stepping in when family’s involved. Just look at any major pantheon, and you’ll find countless stories. Either way, it’s worth looking into. I’ll ask Felix about it next time I see him.”

      At last, the receptionist stood and scanned the room. Spotting him, she waved him inside.

      Whiskey was steps from the corner office meant for the lead agent when a raised voice sliced through the ambient noise, even with the door shut.

      “Three weeks of nothing, and now you want to do what?”

      Passenger let out a disgusted sound. “What’s he doing here?”

      Through the frosted glass, he spotted Special Agent in Charge Jordan Crane, a lean, sharp-eyed man in his early fifties, with a hawkish nose and storm-cloud eyes that reminded Whiskey of the marine snipers he’d known during the war.

      Rather than sitting behind his expensive desk, Crane stood near the window, facing the man occupying his chair.

      That man was Associate Director Clyde Anderson Tolson, second-in-command of the FBI and J. Edgar Hoover’s personal protégé.

      Tolson, a stout man with a square jaw, round nose, and receding hairline, wore a perfectly tailored, Ivy League–cut, navy Chanel suit that screamed authority. Crane, by contrast, wore a pressed but unremarkable Hart Schaffner Marx suit in a Manhattan cut.

      “Hmm,” mused Passenger. “Interesting.”

      Crane’s eyes flicked toward Whiskey for the briefest heartbeat before returning to Tolson. Whiskey held off knocking and instead triggered Vigilance.

      “…Remember, sir,” Crane was saying in his usual patient drawl, “the initial report from this office noted the kidnappers used potent defensive magic.”

      Tolson’s smile was razor thin. “Making excuses for this office’s incompetence, Agent Crane?”

      “No, sir,” Crane replied, his tone so measured it bordered on bored. “Merely stating facts. As for the timeline, this office advised against releasing expectations to the press. If you’d like, I’d be happy to pull the doc⁠—”

      “And pretend this isn’t happening?” Tolson snapped. “The ransomers used the damned papers to send their demands! The maid’s blood was all over the scene! If you were halfway competent, this would’ve been solved by now, defensive magic be damned!”

      “Nanny, sir,” Crane corrected.

      Tolson paused. “What?”

      “Esmerelda Fernandez was the Franklins’ nanny, sir, not a maid. And we did find her, but⁠—”

      “I don’t give a damn if she was the gods-damned queen of the Nile!” Tolson roared. “The fact remains: this office is failing! And now you want to pull resources from the case?”

      Other than the faint deepening of the crow’s-feet at the corners of Crane’s eyes, his expression remained impassive. “Sir, with all due respect, Agents Freeman and Brody are my men. I know them. For them to go dark like this is highly out of character. It has shades of what happened with the Dorsey team. Something is⁠—”

      “You keep that name out of your mouth!” Tolson snapped, his voice turning cold. “Jacob Dorsey was a friend, and what happened to him and his team is—” He stopped himself, forcing a deep breath before continuing. “It’s clear you don’t know as much as you think, Special Agent Crane. With communists running amok, dead cops, and dwimmer drug rings flooding the streets, this office is already a national disgrace. And now you want to raise alarms? I won’t let you make the bureau appear foolish.”

      Crane’s eyes flicked toward Whiskey. Taking it as his cue, Whiskey knocked on the window and stepped inside.

      “Good morning, Special Agent Crane,” he said. Then, turning as if just noticing Tolson, he added with a pleasant smile, “Oh. Hello, Agent Tolson. It’s been a while.”

      Tolson’s agitation boiled over into loathing. He shot to his feet and turned on Crane. “What is that thing doing here?”

      Crane, now standing at his full six foot two, met the glare with cool indifference. He was about to respond when another voice interjected.

      “I believe I may offer clarification on that matter, Associate Director.”

      Whiskey turned.

      Seated comfortably on the small office couch was a tall blond man in an impeccably cut, not quite navy, not quite royal blue Christian Dior suit.

      “Mr. Mononobe was found innocent of any wrongdoing in the merrow incident,” the man said, smiling as attention shifted to him. His English was flawless, though Whiskey caught the faintest trace of a German accent. “Considering your present shortage of personnel, I advised Governor Warren that his return to duty was prudent. It appears the special agent in charge has followed that advice.”

      Crane glanced at him, then gave the smallest shrug his narrow shoulders could manage. “I was unaware of any recommendation from Mr. Schultz or the governor’s office,” he said. “But orders came down that he was to return to work yesterday, so I assigned him to a low-priority liaison case with the SFPD.”

      Tolson frowned. “Orders?”

      Crane repeated the micro-shrug. “My mistake,” he said, crossing to a filing cabinet. He returned with a document and handed it over. “They were signed in blue ink, sir. I assumed you knew.”

      Tolson snatched the paper and scanned it. Even from a distance, Whiskey spotted the telltale scribble at the bottom. Everyone in the bureau knew who signed orders in blue ink.

      “Very well,” Tolson muttered. Nothing in his tone suggested anything was well. “It’s not my place to question the director’s decision to keep an A-Class as a pet.”

      He turned toward Whiskey, eyes gleaming with malice. “But if I so much as hear you’ve fallen back into old habits, Oni, I will sign your execution order personally.”

      Deep within, Passenger let out a low, guttural growl, and Whiskey found himself frozen as the significance of what Tolson had just done sank in.

      The man had just exposed Whiskey’s classification in front of someone outside the bureau. A secret that, if leaked, would at best get him locked away forever and, more realistically, get him killed.

      And judging from the gleam in his eye, Tolson knew it.

      Whiskey’s knuckles popped as his hands curled into fists, the urge to crush the man into bloody pulp surging through him like a flash flood. But when his gaze flicked from the red-faced Tolson to Schultz, he relaxed.

      In a stroke of dumbfounding luck, the lawyer appeared to have missed the exchange entirely. He was absorbed in dabbing at a water spot on his expensive jacket with a handkerchief.

      When he noticed Whiskey looking his way, he offered a polite—if somewhat smug—smile, but showed no flicker of recognition, no sign he’d heard a word.

      Whiskey reached out with his aura senses, but they registered nothing as well.

      Relieved, he returned the smile, then directed it at Tolson.

      The man met his eyes without the faintest hint of remorse, but he didn’t repeat himself.

      The look he gave Whiskey said it all.

      That had been a warning shot.

      “You’re looking spry, Agent Tolson,” Whiskey said, omitting the man’s title. “Glad to see things are going so well for you, considering the last time we…worked together.”

      Tolson held the stare for a full heartbeat before making a disgusted sound and flicking the paper back at Crane.

      “Your request is denied, Special Agent Crane. Your priority remains the Franklin case. Am I clear?”

      Crane didn’t look pleased, but he nodded. “Crystal, sir.”

      Tolson smiled. “Good. You may leave. I’d like to speak with Mr. Schultz.”

      Crane nodded and left. Whiskey turned to follow, but Schultz rose to his feet. “A moment, if you please, Mr. Mononobe?”

      Whiskey paused.

      Standing, Schultz’s tall, powerfully built frame was even more imposing.

      “I read your case history,” he said, extending a hand. “Please accept the gratitude of the governor’s office. We consider ourselves fortunate to have your assistance.”

      Whiskey blinked, surprised, then caught himself. Aware of Tolson’s withering glare, he accepted the handshake.

      “It was nothing,” he said. “Just doing what I can.”

      Schultz nodded. “As we all should,” he replied, and the two exchanged grips.

      “Let go,” Passenger hissed.

      A jolt of instinctive dread rushed through Whiskey, and he yanked his hand back.

      If Schultz noticed, he gave no sign. He simply smiled again and turned to face Tolson.

      Whiskey glanced between the two. Tolson’s brows shot up aggressively.

      “What?” he barked. “Get out, Mononobe.”

      Still blinking, Whiskey exited. “What was that?” he thought.

      Passenger made a low, uneasy sound. “I…I’m not sure how, but I think he scanned you.”

      Whiskey stopped cold and turned back toward the closed office door. Schultz and Tolson were already deep in conversation.

      “He did what?”

      “I—I don’t know, Kinichiro,” Passenger said, pulsing a sharp, agitated shrug. “But I felt him do something.”

      Whiskey stared through the glass. As if he sensed the attention, Schultz’s eyes flicked toward him. He offered another pleasant, unassuming smile, then turned back to Tolson.

      “Does he know what I am?” Whiskey thought.

      “I said I don’t know,” Passenger snapped. “It felt like a scan, but…different. I don’t like this at all, Kinichiro. There’s something strange about that man.”

      Whiskey lingered in the hallway, his heart ticking like a bomb. He didn’t know what was worse: the lawyer possibly knowing what he was, or Passenger’s reaction to the man’s touch.

      Had Schultz heard Tolson when he’d tried to expose him? If so, was he looking for confirmation? And if he had confirmed it, why hadn’t he said anything?

      A representative from the governor’s office would be demanding he be taken away at gunpoint for no other reason than good publicity. Yet here Schultz was, acting as if nothing had happened.

      Passenger wasn’t infallible. It could be wrong. And Whiskey himself hadn’t felt anything strange when he’d shaken the man’s hand.

      Whiskey let out a slow breath. The Way told him where to focus.

      “Add it to the pile of things to look into as soon as I can,” he thought. “For now, there’s nothing I can do about it, and wasting time on worry won’t get me anywhere. I have just under sixty hours before my neighborhood turns into a war zone.”

      He could feel Passenger pulsing sulkily, but when it didn’t reply, Whiskey turned and followed the hall Crane had taken.

      A few turns later, he found himself on the far side of the building, where—judging by the neglected feel—an overflow wing had been left to languish.

      Five small offices lined the hall, each furnished with secondhand fixtures. Without pause, Crane entered the last one and took a seat behind a battered desk, gesturing for Whiskey to sit.

      Once settled, Whiskey leaned forward. “You wanted me to see he was here. Why?”

      Crane didn’t answer right away. Three seconds of silence passed. Then he did something Whiskey had never seen him do. He sighed.

      It was a simple breath, but it made the normally stoic agent look very, very tired.

      “I believe those working for me should be properly informed, Mr. Mononobe. You can’t do your job without all the facts.” He paused. “Why are you here?”

      Whiskey gave a brisk summary: Hallie’s ties to the Saints of Samedi, his visit to the Choice, and what the witnesses had told him.

      “They mentioned two potential perps, probably vampires. Motorcycle leathers, flaming devil patch, possibly a D in the initials. I need everything in the national database on one-percenters operating in the Bay Area with a logo matching that description.”

      Crane tapped his fingers, gaze flicking around the office before landing back on Whiskey.

      “One-percenters?”

      Whiskey nodded. “Outlaw biker clubs. The ones that don’t play by AMA rules.”

      Crane gave a flat look. “I know what the term means. But as you observed earlier, my people are at full capacity. I don’t have anyone to spare for biker gang research. Surely this is something you can farm out to the SFPD.”

      “I can’t,” Whiskey said. “I have reason to believe the SFPD is compromised.”

      Crane gave him a long look. “By bikers? Do you have evidence?”

      “No, I⁠—”

      “Then let me be clear, Mr. Mononobe,” Crane cut in. “You’re on this because it’s low priority. Low impact. Something you could handle alone.”

      Whiskey gave the man a flat look. “If we don’t find this girl, it’ll trigger an all-out gang war. It’s the Saints, Agent Crane. You’re aware of what they can do.”

      Crane’s expression hardened. “Then why are you wasting your time here, Mr. Mononobe?”

      Whiskey stared. “There’s nothing you can do?”

      Crane sighed again. “I’m afraid not.”

      Whiskey clenched his fists. “That’s not good enough.”

      Crane stood. His voice sharpened. “You come in with a half-baked theory based on hunches and hearsay and expect me to do what? Halt ongoing operations that, quite frankly, matter more than your insignificant case?”

      He gestured at the cheap furniture with visible disdain. “You of all people don’t get to dictate what is or isn’t good enough, Mr. Mononobe. You’re not in charge here. The FBI is. And you will remember that fact and be grateful for what information you’ve been given. Do I make myself clear?”

      Whiskey leaned forward, about to snap back, when Passenger’s voice cut in. “Wait. What is he doing?”

      Whiskey paused. Crane’s eyes moved deliberately. First to the phone, then the lamp, then the vent.

      “Since when,” Passenger murmured, “has he ever been this dramatic?”

      Whiskey followed the glance.

      “The room’s bugged,” he realized. “He’s being watched. But why?”

      Passenger pulsed a shrug. “Unclear,” it said. “But he clearly wants this subject dropped.”

      Whiskey gave a small nod.

      “Crystal, Agent Crane,” he said, rising.

      A flicker of relief crossed Crane’s face before vanishing. “Good. Report with any findings.”

      Whiskey placed his hat back on his head. “I like the new office, Agent Crane,” he said with a wink. “Rundown and misused, fits you to a T.”

      A shadow of a smile tugged at Crane’s mouth and he gave the faintest nod as Whiskey turned and strode out through the lobby, the rest of the building, then into the noisy street.

      Outside, the fog of the morning was a distant memory, burned away by the afternoon sun that did its best to warm against the sharp Pacific wind. But Whiskey hardly noticed.

      “Thoughts?”

      “The bureau trains its people well,” Passenger said. “Their auras are blocked. But their actions? Telling. They’re tapping their own. Could be they’re worried about infiltration.”

      Whiskey frowned. “Infiltration by whom? Over what?”

      “Could be any number of things,” Passenger said. “Things we don’t even know exist. But Crane didn’t want you in there.”

      Whiskey sighed.

      “It changes nothing,” he muttered, heading toward his car. “I need to find her. The biker gang’s the key.”

      “True,” Passenger agreed. “So how do you get the intel fast enough to matter?”

      Whiskey stared in the direction of the gathering festivities. From where he parked he easily see a large Ferris wheel. “The best place to get that intel is still the bureau database. And Crane said I can’t touch it. But he’s not omnipotent. There’s gotta be a workaround. Someone I can talk to. Someone who owes me a favor, or at least someone I could buy one from.”

      Passenger hummed. “Buy one, you say?”

      A slow smile spread across Whiskey’s face. He did know someone.

      So, with one last breath, he climbed into the car and headed south toward the Mission District.
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          MICKEY THROWS A FIT

        

      

    

    
      October 25, 1951

      Mickey and Rosie sipped lemonade as they surveyed the destruction.

      “I think you’ve got a real future in this magi-tech artificer thing, Rosie,” Mickey said.

      Rosie took a long sip. “Nothing beats a Fleischburg.”

      Mickey nodded toward the marionette-like dummies. Glowing chunks of metal oozed like molten wax, struggling to reassemble. “What about those guys?” she asked. “Poor dears.”

      Rosie chuckled and set down her glass. “Don’t worry about them, doll,” she said with a wave. “They’ll sort themselves out. That last one was your best yet, by the way. Quicker. More stable.”

      “Getting there,” Mickey agreed. “It’s like tuning a radio. Just need to find the sweet spot.”

      “Practice, practice, practice.” Rosie refilled her glass from a conspicuously cracked pitcher. “Get good enough and someday you’ll be Boosting powers without a focus. Maybe even someone else’s.”

      Mickey shuddered. Rosie’s designs were like training wheels, offering just enough stability to move forward. Taking them away? That could get messy. Very messy.

      “You sure I can’t talk you into the Magic 8 Ball?” Rosie asked, breaking the silence.

      “Hm?” Mickey refocused back on Rosie. “Oh. Sorry. Gotta pass. Where would I even put something like that? Thing’s too heavy.”

      Rosie hefted the oversized orb, giving it a shake. “Should she take you, anyway?” She flipped it over and read the response. “‘Outlook not so good.’ Hmph. Fine.” She sighed. “Who am I to argue with such wisdom?”

      A buzzer sounded. Rosie pulled a device from her pocket and pressed a button, and the door unlocked with a pleasant ding as the defenses dropped.

      “Over here,” she called, tossing the 8 Ball.

      Mickey caught it and gave it a few test shakes. “Am I the greatest hunter alive?” she asked.

      The die inside drifted lazily, the answer rising to the window:

      Ask Again Later.

      “Am I destined for fame and fortune?”

      Ask Again Later.

      “Am I crazy for talking to a twenty-sided die floating in a plastic orb filled with blue water?”

      Most Likely.

      “Tsk. Jerk,” Mickey muttered as something flickered at the edge of her vision.

      She looked up, and froze.

      A man stepped out from behind the shelving. Handsome. Tall. Sharp Asian features.

      And periwinkle eyes.

      Eyes that held back a darkness.

      Her heart stuttered.

      The thing from the park.

      It was here.

      “You!” she shouted.

      As at the park, his shadow lagged, just a fraction too slow, unnaturally delayed, as he turned. Their eyes met. Recognition flickered across his face.

      Without thinking, she hurled the 8 Ball at his head. It struck with a dull crack. The plastic sphere bounced away, and the thing dropped like a puppet with its strings cut.

      Rosie shrieked, but Mickey barely heard her.

      It’s down. Now’s my chance.

      Calling strength from her bear amulet, she channeled her anima and lunged, grabbing the first heavy thing she could: a still-glowing hunk of severed dummy leg.

      It scorched her palms, but she didn’t care. This thing was a monster. She had to finish it.

      She raised the glowing rod high⁠—

      Click.

      She froze. The sound was unmistakable.

      “Hit him, and you die!” Rosie’s voice rang out.

      What?

      Mickey turned.

      Rosie stood across the room, a massive, enhanced pistol aimed at her head. Her friend. Her mentor.

      Pointing a gun at her.
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          WHISKEY TAKES ON A PARTNER

        

      

    

    
      October 25, 1951

      Whiskey’s mind drifted in a fog of pain.

      Why was he cold?

      And why…why was he lying down?

      He smelled cement. Molten metal. High-grade cleaners.

      And…blood.

      His blood?

      Am I bleeding?

      Everything hurt. He tried to move. Tried to open his eyes. But his head felt like it had shattered into a thousand splinters, then been dunked in acid.

      Sound bled in at the edges. Voices. Multiple. Heated. Overlapping. They were shouting.

      “I’m telling you, this thing is a monster!” a woman snapped. “I’ve seen its Truth! It…it attacked me!”

      Monster?

      Attacked?

      Another voice, higher pitched, shaking with emotion. This one was familiar. “What? Michelle, listen to yourself! You sound deranged. Whiskey is a client!”

      Rosie? Why did she sound upset?

      He tried again. Pain flared. The scent of blood thickened. But his fingers twitched.

      “Passenger,” he thought. “Why am I bleeding on the floor?”

      The question seemed to unlock something as Passenger’s relieved pulse suddenly filled his mind.

      “You were attacked,” it replied, voice tight. “By the woman from the park.”

      “The park?”

      No. He was at Rosie’s. He’d come here to ask, and likely pay, for help.

      And then…

      He remembered the woman. She’d thrown something. Something hard.

      “The dwarf stopped her from doing more damage,” Passenger added, tension coiled in every word. “But you’re vulnerable, Kinichiro. One more hit, and you’ll take more damage than even Integrity can heal. You need to move.”

      Whiskey turned inward.

      He sensed his fifth Gift, Integrity, burning anima as it worked. The familiar tingle crept across his skull, bone and skin slowly knitting back together, but it needed time.

      And if Passenger was worried…

      He forced his eyes open.

      It hurt. A lot. The world blurred, swimming with color and light. Pain spiked behind his eyes, but he managed.

      A woman, the woman, stood over him, gripping a metal club. Her stance said she knew how to use it. Her expression said she wanted to.

      The only thing stopping her was Rosie, who had a gun trained on her chest.

      “You…” the woman started. “You know this guy?”

      Rosie let out an exasperated breath. “How the hell do you suppose he got past all my wards, let alone Ibrahim and the boys? It would take a deity-level being to breach my security, and those don’t get knocked out by Magic 8 Balls.”

      The woman hesitated, and Whiskey took the opening. Groaning, he lifted his head.

      “Mphh. Hello, Mrs. Fleischburg,” he slurred. “’S now a bad time?”

      “Don’t you fucking move!” the woman snapped, raising the club.

      “Michelle!” Rosie barked. “Move one more inch, and I swear on my God, I will shoot.”

      The woman froze.

      Whiskey pushed himself into a seated position, teeth clenched as his stomach lurched.

      She made a frustrated noise.

      “This…thing,” she said, jerking her chin at him, “is following me! It must’ve circled back, tracked me from the park!”

      Whiskey’s eyes narrowed. “And you are?”

      “None of your business, monster!” she spat, her eyes flaring gold.

      “I don’t think she likes you very much,” Passenger commented.

      Whiskey ignored it. Maybe it was the headache, or the strain Integrity was putting on his well. Maybe it was the last thirty-six hours finally catching up to him. But either way, that word had struck a nerve.

      Monster.

      His jaw clenched. His muscles bunched. He triggered Ambition and moved.

      One moment, he was on the floor. The next, he was on his feet.

      He reached for the club, but she saw it coming. She spun, using the motion to whip the club straight at his head.

      He might’ve been impressed if he wasn’t so angry.

      Ambition surged. He raised a contemptuous brow, and caught it. Pain lanced up his arm, but the blow stopped cold. Her golden eyes flickered in surprise.

      “It’s going to take more than a cheap shot and a hard stare, bounty hunter,” he said, voice low.

      He was guessing about her occupation. But she wasn’t local. Wasn’t bureau. And she moved like someone trained to hurt people. That didn’t leave many options.

      “And if it’s a monster you want…” He tightened his grip and yanked, trying to disarm her.

      But she didn’t let go.

      Their eyes locked. Gold met violet. Neither blinked. He shifted his stance, bracing to throw her⁠—

      BANG.

      The shot cracked like thunder, and they both froze.

      Rosie stood at the edge of the ruined practice range, one gun still smoking and the other leveled at Whiskey’s head. Her voice trembled with fury, hazelnut gaze pinning him in place.

      “Now listen to me, you ridiculous children. This is my shop. My business. My home.”

      She took in his violet eyes, his aggressive stance, but her expression showed no surprise.

      “I do not care what you are or what you think each other are. I’ve made it clear. You are both guests under my aegis. My honor as host depends on your safety. While you’re under this roof, my judgment—my word—is law.”

      Her stare sharpened, hard as steel. “You will comport yourself within that law or forfeit the gift of my assistance.”

      Her gaze shifted to the woman. “And my friendship. Forever.”

      The large warehouse went silent, even the background klezmer music cutting off as the threat settled over them.

      “Interesting,” Passenger murmured. “The dwarf already knew you’re a mythic. I wonder when she figured it out.”

      Rosie didn’t give Whiskey time to dwell.

      “Now choose,” she snapped. “And let it be done.”

      Whiskey turned toward the woman. Her eyes were wide, her face pale.

      “What am I doing?” he thought.

      “She attacked you first,” Passenger reminded.

      “Yes. And Rosie defended me. Instead of honoring that, I escalated things.”

      Passenger snorted but didn’t argue.

      Whiskey drew a long breath and met Rosie’s eyes. “No excuses,” he said. He let go of both the club and Ambition, then bowed low, eyes to the floor. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Fleischburg.”

      Rosie gave a sharp nod. “Apology accepted.”

      She turned to the woman. Unsurprisingly, the bounty hunter looked torn, wrestling with something. Whiskey had seen her kind before. Bounty hunters who made their living off mythics. Most were opportunists. Racists with badges. Vigilantes draped in the thinnest veil of legality.

      But then she exhaled and dropped the club. It clattered to the floor, the sound jarring in the hush.

      She turned to Rosie. “I’m sorry, Rosie,” she said quietly. “You’re right. I know better. I just…”

      She glanced at Whiskey, then back to the dwarf. “I got carried away. Forgive me?”

      Rosie sighed and lowered both guns. “Of course, doll,” she said, softening into a smile.

      The woman returned it, clapped her hands together, and turned to Whiskey.

      “Great! Now, how about some introductions?” she said, all cheer. “Since I’m a lady…” She winked. “I’ll go first.”

      She thumbed her chest. “Michelle McFinn. Mickey to most. And like you guessed, I’m on a contract.” She gave a grin. “Your turn.”

      Whiskey stared at her. The sudden switch from violence to charm—the easy smile, the calm steadiness where rage had been seconds ago—was…off putting.

      “And what contract would that be?” he asked.

      She raised a finger. “Ah! Sorry. I showed you mine. You want more? I’ll need a peek at yours first.”

      He glanced again at Rosie, who was now holstering her pistols and straightening her dress.

      “She’s an odd duck,” the dwarf said with a shrug. “But she’s right. Your turn, bubeleh.”

      “What in the hells kind of person is this?” he thought.

      Passenger hummed thoughtfully. “No idea, but she’s certainly…not boring.”

      Whiskey nodded and drew in a breath.

      “All right. My name is Kinichiro Mononobe. I’m a private detective consulting for the FBI, alongside the San Francisco Police Department.”

      McFinn tilted her head. “A rental G-man?” she mused. “Why are you here instead of palling around with your fed buddies, Mr. Mono…uh…”

      Whiskey made sure his smile stayed in place as he interrupted.

      “Please,” he said. “Call me Whiskey.”

      She snorted. “Ha! Seriously?”

      He narrowed his eyes, then turned back to Rosie. That had to be enough niceties to satisfy the dwarf. “With all due respect, Mrs. Fleischburg,” he said, “the reason I came here is private. I’d prefer to discuss it alone.”

      Rosie opened her mouth to respond, but the bounty hunter cut in.

      “You’re on the Baptiste case, aren’t you?” she blurted. “That’s why you were in the park this morning.” Her eyes widened. “Wait. What have you found?” She crossed her arms. “Figure out the vampire bikers yet?”

      It was getting harder to maintain a neutral expression, but Whiskey managed, once again wondering, “Who in all the hells is this woman?”

      “Your insight is…surprising, Miss McFinn.”

      She chuckled and leaned against a nearby rack labeled “Vermin Traps.”

      “I get that a lot. How about a little quid pro quo, Mr. Scotch? I’ll even let you go first.”

      Whiskey only just resisted the urge to sigh.

      “This woman flits between temperaments faster than a hummingbird,” Passenger mused. “One second she’s violent, the next sincere, now just plain obnoxious. I like her!”

      Whiskey did not.

      At all.

      But he had come here for information.

      Information she seemed to have.

      “All right,” he said. “You were right about our earlier encounter. I was assigned the case yesterday and wanted to survey the scene.”

      McFinn shook her head.

      “Not much there. That park’s been treated worse than a floor mat at a whorehouse, amiright?”

      He scowled. She smiled.

      This time, Whiskey did sigh. “As you said, there wasn’t much to examine. Just muddy ruts in the grass, motorcycle tracks.” He tilted his head. “So, why were you there? I wasn’t aware this case had been added to the bounty board.”

      “I’m working a ’tract out of San Mateo County, Mr. Monster.”

      This time the word didn’t send Whiskey, into a rage, but he couldn’t quite stop his eyes from narrowing.

      “It’s Mononobe,” he corrected. “And this isn’t San Mateo County.”

      She waved a hand.

      “Potato, potahto.” She strolled toward a table that Whiskey swore hadn’t been there before. Rosie stood beside it, pouring lemonade. “Women have gone missing, and the cops down there are either too busy, too apathetic, or too handcuffed by politics to do anything about it. I think Hallie Baptiste’s case is connected.” She grabbed a glass. “Okay. Your turn, Mr. Bourbon. What else have you found?”

      Whiskey shrugged.

      “Like you, I suspect members of a motorcycle club took Hallie. Their vests had devils on them and the letter D in their initials. The list can’t be that extensive, but I’m not familiar with that world, so I came to ask Mrs. Fleischburg for access to the FBI database.”

      “No problem, cutie,” Rosie said, handing him a glass. “Same payment as last time?”

      He shook his head. “No. Since last we worked together, I…” His gaze flicked to McFinn. “My office will wire the funds this time. You can invoice me there.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      McFinn’s head snapped up. “Wait. How have you finagled access to the FBI database?”

      Rosie shrugged. “I kept my access when I left.”

      McFinn’s jaw dropped. “That was six years ago.”

      Rosie’s eyes twinkled as she took a slow sip. “Yep.”

      The bounty hunter burst out laughing. “I adore you, Rosie.”

      Rosie’s grin widened.

      “You said women have gone missing,” Whiskey said, steering them back on topic. “How many? And why do you assume it’s tied to the Baptiste case?”

      McFinn’s eyes lit up. “Ah! That’s two questions. Next time, I get a pair.”

      Rosie sighed, eyes rolling with amusement.

      “Please just answer the questions, Miss McFinn,” Whiskey said, wearily.

      McFinn took a thoughtful sip of lemonade, then nodded.

      “You’re right about the MC angle. I think an East Palo Alto gang calling themselves the Demon Lords—if you can believe that—has been abducting women.” Her grin flickered. Something sharp moved behind her eyes. “The bastards already took a shot at me.”

      Rosie gasped. “Oh my God, Michelle, are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” McFinn said. “Unfortunately for them, I never leave home without my Fleischburg Enhanced Protection.”

      “Hey…” Rosie said, relaxing. “That’s not bad ad copy, doll.”

      “Good enough for a discount?”

      “I said ‘not bad.’ I didn’t say great.”

      Whiskey cleared his throat. Keeping these two on topic was enough make him consider using his Gift of Passion.

      “Think?” he asked. “Or do you have actual evidence?”

      McFinn looked at Rosie. “We’re about to find out. The Demon Lords use very specific tires—CN Mark Threes. Rubber from those same tires was found at every abduction site. I pulled a sample from the Baptiste scene. Rosie’s analyzing it now.”

      “Mark Threes?” Rosie let out a low whistle.

      Whiskey gave her a questioning look.

      “They’re military grade,” she explained. “Heavy enhancements. Do all sorts of things to a vehicle. Wouldn’t shock me if these Demon-whatevers are the only outfit in the Bay Area rollin’ with ’em.”

      Whiskey nodded, piecing it together.

      “Any group with access to military hardware would need deep pockets, or serious connections. And you suspect the tire tracks at the Baptiste site match?”

      “Bingo,” McFinn said, pointing at him.

      A loud buzz rang out through the workshop.

      Rosie gave them both a look. “Rules still apply while I’m gone. Got it?”

      They nodded, and she disappeared behind the shelves.

      Whiskey crossed his arms, content to wait in silence.

      The uncontrollably talkative bounty hunter had other ideas. “You’ve got a little something,” she said, pointing at his forehead.

      He reached up. His fingers came back red. He dabbed it with a handkerchief, unsurprised to see the wound already closing.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      She flashed him another grin. “Anytime.”

      She climbed onto a table, idly kicking her feet as she fixed him with those fierce, almost-golden eyes.

      “Something’s not adding up,” Passenger murmured. “I know why I like this girl, but why does the dwarf?”

      Whiskey didn’t have an answer, either.

      Rosemelda Fleischburg was a legendary artificer and business mogul, known for both brilliance and integrity. Yet here she was, laughing with a bounty hunter who barely seemed stable.

      Then, as was obviously her habit, McFinn shifted gears again. She tilted her head and let out a heavy sigh.

      “This case is a damned hydra. Cut off one head, two more grow back. When I took the contract, I was looking for three missing women. Now I’m pretty sure it’s six. Hallie Baptiste being number six.”

      She paused.

      “Hey…do you know if Hallie’s got any Native ties? Family that’s Native born?”

      Whiskey shrugged. “I don’t. Why?”

      She studied him for a moment, as if weighing whether to believe him, then shrugged.

      “The previous five were Native—Ohlone. I thought the bikers were targeting Native women specifically.”

      “But now you’re not sure?”

      “I don’t know what to think anymore, Mr. Rye.”

      He nodded. He understood that feeling. If what she said was true, and so far she’d proven competent enough to take seriously, then the situation was worse than he’d imagined.

      He opened his mouth to say as much when Rosie reappeared, hauling a heavy duffel and a manila folder, her expression smug.

      “Okay,” she said, “the sample did indeed come from a CN Mark Three military tire. Confirmed, I might add, in under an hour and forty-five minutes.”

      She dropped the duffel like it weighed nothing and handed Whiskey the folder.

      “And before you ask,” she added, “I printed everything that came up on the Demon Lords Motorcycle Club: locations, roster info, the works.”

      She gave a self-satisfied smile.

      “No need for applause,” she said. “But feel free if the mood strikes.”

      Whiskey opened the folder and scanned the contents. It listed a bar in East Palo Alto, the Whiskey Gulch Saloon, as the gang’s base of operations.

      McFinn rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. You’re the bee’s knees, Rosie. A paragon of…hey!”

      She stopped short as Whiskey started for the exit.

      “Where are you going?”

      He turned, ignored her, and addressed Rosie. “Thank you for your help, Mrs. Fleischburg,” he said, inclining his head. “Please bill my office for both tasks.”

      “Of course, doll.”

      He nodded again and turned to leave.

      McFinn’s straightened. “Wait! We’re not done here.”

      Whiskey paused. “Unfortunately, Miss McFinn,” he said, meeting her gaze, “this hydra has more heads than you thought. Hallie Baptiste is tied to some powerful people in the local underworld, people currently in the middle of a…disagreement. Her abduction has escalated things. If I don’t get answers, and she’s not returned before Sunday, innocent people will get hurt.”

      McFinn cocked an eyebrow. “That sounds like a you problem.”

      Whiskey nodded.

      It was the answer he’d expected.

      “Yes,” he said. “It is.”

      He turned again.

      “So where are you going?” she called after him.

      He didn’t slow down as he responded over his shoulder. “I need information, and now I know where to find it.”

      She jogged after him and planted herself between him and the door. “You’re seriously gonna walk into a known vampire bar? At night?”

      His mouth twitched at the corner. “Yes.”

      For once, she didn’t meet his eyes. “What in the hells are you?” she muttered.

      His knuckles popped as his fists clenched, but he kept the rest of his reaction in check, settling for an eye roll as he stepped to move around her.

      “Excuse me, Miss McFinn.”

      She stepped in front of him again. “No, wait. Sorry. Just listen for a second, will you?”

      His jaw tightened, but he stopped.

      “You came here instead of going to the FBI,” she said. “Why? They’ve got the database. So why jump through hoops for something you could’ve gotten from them directly?”

      His shoulders stiffened.

      “It’s because of what you are, isn’t it?”

      He whirled on her but stopped short. The usual glibness was gone. She raised her hands.

      “Hey, I’m not judging. If anything, the fact you’re not cozy with the Hoover squad bumps you a few notches up in my book. The way I see it, we both need help.”

      He gave her a long look, but didn’t argue. She nodded, encouraged, a flicker of her old grin returning.

      “Neither of us are spoiled for choice. But if what we know about these guys, not to mention my brush with their preferred problem-solving method, is accurate, it wouldn’t hurt to have some backup. Two heads, safety in numbers, and all that junk.”

      She took a breath.

      “So…I propose that, for now, we work toward the same goal.”

      Whiskey hesitated.

      “You can’t trust her,” Passenger warned.

      “I was under the impression you liked her,” Whiskey thought.

      “What’s not to like?” Passenger said. “She’s arrogant, prejudiced, volatile, and still closer to solving your case than you are. That said, you’d be stupid to trust her.”

      Whiskey studied McFinn’s face. Her aura.

      Neither gave him anything beyond steady, overwhelming confidence.

      So, as always, he turned to the Way.

      The Way said to take whatever action would do the most good. Save the most lives. And right now, while this bounty hunter might be more twisted than a pretzel, she had proven herself competent. Going along with her nonsense had already yielded more information than he’d expected.

      Then a second, more dire thought struck him.

      With Bruno compromised, Crane dealing with Tolson, and his list of allies nonexistent, his options were limited.

      This Mickey McFinn was not only able; she was apparently willing.

      It was that, or continue alone.

      “Sometimes the only way to get something is to give something,” he thought.

      He exhaled slowly.

      “Same goal?” he asked.

      McFinn met his eyes. “Same goal,” she confirmed.

      “Ahem?” Rosie cleared her throat. “Before you two run off to slay hydras or whatever…” She hefted the duffel still sitting on the table.

      McFinn peeked inside and let out a sharp breath.

      “I wasn’t done with your toys,” Rosie said, clearly pleased. “Along with your regular order, I threw in a few extras for your vampire situation.”

      She smirked. “And yes, doll, before you ask, it’s all going on your tab.”

      Mickey gave a girlish giggle and hugged her. Then, hoisting the duffel with effort, she adjusted her grip and stomped past Whiskey.

      “Outa the way, Mononono,” she grunted. “I’m driving.”

      Whiskey glanced at Rosie. Her grin stretched from ear to ear.

      With another sigh, he followed the bounty hunter toward the door.
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      “So this…Greta, was it?” Mononobe continued in that same quiet I’m so humble, but really not because I’m a mysterious monster voice of his.

      Mickey shook her head as she washed down her last fry with a sip of soda, inching the Super Deluxe through the gridlock that had once been the Bayshore Freeway.

      “Lady Greta Rose Petunia Abigail Joshua Norton the Second…and a half,” she made sure to add.

      Mononobe plucked a crumb from his stupidly expensive suit. Between road closures, foreign motorcades, and Carnaval setup, a quick drive had turned into a four-and-a-half-hour slog. Yet his tone stayed maddeningly patient. “Of course, Miss McFinn. So, Lady Greta says she saw a man—who we know is a vampire—transform into some sort of…”

      “Big, fat, gross toad abomination,” she supplied, flashing a quick grin. “Your point, Mr. Mocker-nobe?”

      “My point, Miss McFinn, is that basing an investigation on the word of an admitted Bliss user, likely an addict, might not be the soundest approach.”

      “Hey! Lady Norton was with it enough to not only call the cops, but correctly report the motorcycles and give accurate descriptions of both Hallie Baptiste and the late, lycanthropic Jerome Bryant. That’s enough to at least consider she saw something real.”

      He paused to consider, then gave what she thought was a rather patronizing shrug. The jerk.

      “Why not?” he allowed.

      Before she could retort, he pivoted.

      “And remind me—how did you connect Hallie to the other abductees? Something you read in the papers?”

      “Yeah. So?”

      A ghost of a smile tugged at his lips, flavoring his words with just enough condescension to make Mickey’s toes curl. “You must be quite the researcher. Finding stories weeks apart, in three different cities’ papers.”

      She didn’t quite hide her wince.

      Double jerk.

      “Not really,” she said with a shrug. “The cities are practically spitting distance. Every stand in the Bay sells each other’s papers.”

      He made a noncommittal sound and took a sip of his drink.

      By the Nine’s short and curlies, how does someone make drinking soda seem patronizing?

      “And how long have you been on this case?” he asked.

      She made a show of counting. “This is night four.”

      “And you’re such a voracious reader that, even before this case, you kept up with three separate papers while you were…where?”

      “Los Angeles,” she half lied. “My friend Rosie is in San Francisco. Maybe I was planning ahead.”

      “And Oakland and San Jose? More friends?”

      Mickey’s smile thinned. “Why not?”

      He took another sip, obviously letting the silence stretch after such an easy dodge.

      “All right. Let’s say you stayed abreast of the news. You buy the papers, read them, see the East Palo Alto abductions, remember three other stories about seemingly random crimes, and connect the dots. Just like that?”

      Mickey’s grin widened. “As hard as it may be for you to grasp, some people are actually good at their job, Mr. Mono-haughty. Is it because I’m a bounty hunter? A woman? Or are you just the garden-variety egomaniac?”

      He raised a hand. “No need to get defensive, Miss McFinn. I’m simply stating the scenario is…remarkable.” His periwinkle eyes gleamed. “It would make much more sense if you had a source.”

      This time, she didn’t bother hiding her wince.

      Triple jerk.

      Rather than answering, she drummed her fingers on the wheel and focused on the brake lights ahead.

      “Perhaps,” he continued, his voice like a slow screw turning, “you’re holding back? Perhaps someone with connections pointed you in the right direction. Someone from the papers?”

      Mickey’s breath caught. She exhaled, just a little shaky. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I…I can’t.”

      His brow arched.

      “Can’t, Miss McFinn? Can’t what?”

      She turned and met his gaze. He nodded, encouraging.

      “I can’t think of any more good alternates to your last name,” she said. “I’m running on empty.”

      He blinked. Froze. Then his lips twitched into his first genuine smile as he took another quick sip of his drink.

      “Hah!” she exclaimed, pumping her fist. “Chalk one up for the good guy! Did you really think the interrogation act would work? Pff. Your kind is nothing if not predictable.”

      His smile faded. She rolled her eyes.

      “Oh, don’t go all broody on me. I’m talking about men, not…” She waved at him. “All a girl has to do is show a little insecurity, and you macho types assume she’s putty in your hands. And what do I gotta do to get you to call me Mickey already? All this ‘Miss McFinn’ nonsense is driving me crazy.”

      He didn’t smile again, but his jaw unclenched. “All right, Mickey,” he said, leaning back. “I relinquish the floor. Your turn.”

      “How kind of you,” she said, taking a moment to bask in the minor victory and decide how to frame her next question.

      Over the course of their excruciatingly long drive, they shared enough about the case to patch a few blind spots. Helpful, sure—but it was clear they’d both held things back.

      With the info dump exhausted and nothing better to do, they spent the rest of the drive trying to coax the other into giving up what they’d kept hidden. Mickey’s unstoppable force of personality met Mononobe’s immovable politeness, turning it into a game.

      Of course, it was all an act.

      She glanced at the thing that had asked her to call him Whiskey, suppressing a shiver.

      What in all the hells is he?

      At Rosie’s, when he’d talked about stopping the gang war, he’d seemed so…earnest. The thought made her recoil. She would always remember the Truth she’d Glimpsed. That memory was seared into her mind.

      Something within him hadn’t just seen her. It had attacked her.

      Does he know what I saw?

      He hadn’t shown any awareness of her Glimpse, but creatures like him, whatever he was, were experts at masking thoughts. Motives.

      Even now, he didn’t seem to be wearing a guise. No illusion magic. The darkness she’d seen cloaking him at the park, and again at Rosie’s, was gone.

      And that was the problem.

      There were things out there that could hide from her sight. But to have Glimpsed it, felt it with an intimacy beyond anything she’d known, then for it to vanish?

      That wasn’t just irksome. It was terrifying. If Mononobe was able to conceal himself from her, why keep up the act? Was he toying with her? Was he waiting for her to lower her guard?

      Her questions stacked, tilting her toward a tailspin.

      She tightened her grip on the wheel.

      Easy, Mick. You have a plan. Stick to it.

      She didn’t need to know what he was. Not yet. She just needed to make sure his focus stayed pointed at the other monsters and away from her.

      Just do what you do best. Play the part till it feels real.

      So she forced a breath, straightened her shoulders, and pasted on a smile.

      “Remind me again,” she said, light and breezy, “why you don’t think either George Baptiste or Isaiah Scott, both bad guys, are involved in Hallie’s abduction?”

      “I said I find it unlikely they took Hallie,” Mononobe corrected. “Both their behaviors have been too strange to dismiss, and each stands to gain from a war between their groups. Isaiah wins by removing a business threat. George, by reestablishing dominance over his territory. I’d be a fool to rule out either’s involvement.”

      “Uh-huh,” Mickey said. “And you learned about Hallie’s family situation, this falling-out, from who again? A friend? You got ties to these Saints of Salami?”

      “Saints of Samedi,” he corrected, polite smile never reaching his eyes. “And I don’t recall mentioning it.”

      “That’s right. And these ties of yours? Do they extend outside the law, Mr. Mono-holy?” She tilted her head in mock surprise. “Well, would you look at that? I thought of another one.”

      His smile turned patronizing. He’d developed a callus against her antics annoyingly fast.

      “Mickey, I’m a consultant for the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Do you really think they’d hire someone with ties to an illicit group like the Saints? What could they possibly gain from such a relationship?”

      She snorted. “And you’re okay with that? Being used like a pawn for Hoover and his flunkies?”

      Though his smile didn’t falter, his voice hardened. “I’m nobody’s pawn.”

      Mickey smiled. It wasn’t hard to see pushing here might spark conflict. But conflict was an old friend.

      “It’s interesting,” she mused, tone easy. “Guys like you—and this time, I am talking about your little secret—aren’t usually on the best of terms with the country’s number one magical law enforcement group, am I right?”

      Mononobe’s jaw tightened, but he nodded.

      “So, how does a guy like you end up working for people like them?”

      He didn’t move for a long, weighted beat.

      “The relationship I have with my clients differs from group to group,” he said at last.

      Mickey nodded slowly. “Sure. So, what’s your relationship like with the FBI?”

      He looked at her. His smile was almost genuine as he took another casual sip of his drink.

      Except it wasn’t. None of his movements were. Every shift carried quiet intent, a precision that made her nervous.

      “Complicated,” he said.

      She almost saw the walls sliding into place. She wasn’t getting answers there.

      “Fair enough,” she said with a shrug.

      Silence settled in the car. But it wasn’t comfortable. It pressed. Tense. Waiting.

      Finally, Mononobe broke it.

      “Tell me, Miss McFinn. Why do this?”

      “Why else? The pay.”

      He shrugged. “San Mateo County isn’t known for its large purses.”

      Mickey opened her mouth, then stopped. She didn’t owe this thing an explanation. So she settled for a shrug. “Beggars can’t be choosers.”

      And just like that, in the miraculous way only traffic is capable of, the vehicles ahead began to move.

      “Finally,” she muttered, eyeing the Super Deluxe’s clock for the thousandth time. “If we’re lucky, we’re past the worst of it.”

      She was aware of his gaze, but he said nothing, adjusting his posture as he stared out the windshield.

      “Okay,” she said, taking a breath. “Would you say we’ve established we’re both tough, hard-boiled investigators unwilling to give up our alleged sources or secrets?”

      Mononobe’s smile turned genuine again. “Sounds reasonable.”

      “Even though it’s way more reasonable for me not to trust you than the other way around?” she added.

      His smile stiffened, and he looked like he might argue, but she cut him off.

      “Only kidding, Whisk.” She raised a placating hand. “Me and my bounty-hunting kind are awful, too. Better?”

      “Would you accept any answer other than yes?”

      “Nope.” She grinned. “Now can we also agree that our combined presence here means we believe each other’s information and have an unspoken agreement to work as temporary partners?”

      The monster chuckled. “I’m not sure you can even grasp the meaning of unspoken, but yes. I agree.”

      Mickey grinned.

      “Grand.” She leaned back. “Then I propose we start with local knowledge. Mr. Mapoftowny, what do you know about our destination?”

      “Map of Towny?”

      “I told you, the well’s runnin’ dry.”

      Mononobe sighed. “Do you do this to all your partners?”

      “Not sure.” She smiled. “You’re my first. Now come on. Intel time. Gimme the good stuff.”

      Rolling his eyes, he opened the folder from Rosie.

      “It’s been a while since my last visit, but Whiskey Gulch has always had a colorful reputation. With Palo Alto dry since Stanford’s founding, the area caters to college kids and wealthy locals. In theory, it’s for socializing and blowing off steam. In practice…”

      “People muck it up with their people-ness,” Mickey finished. “So the place is a hotspot for naughty activities. Got it. That’s the where. Rosie gave us the who.”

      Mononobe nodded, producing a photo of a handsome man in a military uniform.

      “Captain Henry Butcher. Former Army, Five hundred Sixth Parachute Infantry, Dog Company. Earned several valor medals before being captured during Operation Market Garden. After capture, he organized a revolt, freed over a hundred soldiers, and led them through occupied territory back to friendly lines.”

      Mickey let out a low whistle.

      “He was human before they got him, right?”

      Another nod.

      “Turned in the camps. After the war, he was discharged and started recruiting veterans with similar stories. That group became the Demon Lords. He’s their undisputed leader. If they’re taking women, it’s his call.”

      Mickey shook her head.

      Many European vampires had sided with the Axis, swept up by propaganda and promises of greater rights under the Nazi regime. Some were idealists fighting for what they believed in, but the Nazis had a knack for finding the worst of the worst and stationing them at POW and internment camps, where oversight was notoriously lax.

      “All right, we know the who and the when. What’s the what? What are we after?”

      Mononobe took a measured breath. “For now, information. All we have tying the Demon Lords to the abductions is circumstantial evidence and the testimony of—no offense—a half-cocked bounty hunter and a potentially deranged Bliss addict.”

      Mickey opened her mouth to argue. Then stopped. It didn’t matter how much she didn’t like it. He wasn’t wrong.

      “While it’s not nothing,” he continued, “if these Demon Lords have the political connections you believe, it’s not enough. Too many pieces are missing from this puzzle.”

      “So we find the missing pieces,” she said. “How?”

      Mononobe rubbed his chin. “To use a metaphor, these men are slippery fish. We need a net large and sturdy enough to not only catch them, but hold them. That starts with intel. The more, the better.”

      He turned to her. “They know who you are. Best if you stay back for now. Let me get a feel for their environment. I’ll report back, and we’ll devise a plan. Sound reasonable?”

      “Excruciatingly.” She sighed.

      “Good. We’re here.”

      Whiskey Gulch’s lights were impossible to miss. Early as it was, crowds packed the streets, slowing her to a crawl through the strip.

      The Whiskey Gulch Saloon stood out. If Rosie’s documents hadn’t flagged it, the sea of haphazardly parked motorcycles would’ve been clue enough.

      Mickey sighed. “Disappointing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The name of the bar. With a name like ‘Demon Lords,’ you’d expect something on brand, like the Pit or Satan’s Dive.”

      Mononobe’s lips twitched. “Someone should write a letter.”

      She nodded. “Harsh, but fair.”

      She navigated down Manhattan Avenue, pulling into a lot with a clear view of the strip. Killing the engine, she exhaled.

      “Give me an hour,” he said, stepping out.

      She watched him disappear into the bar, waited a beat, then rolled down the window. Cool, charcoal-tinged air swept into the cab.

      “Bullet?” she whispered.

      “Here, boss,” came the familiar alien voice.

      Mickey exhaled in relief.

      “By the Nine, I was worried sick about you!”

      “Sorry, boss. Hard to get close with your new partner around.”

      “Bullet, I can only have one partner.”

      He gasped. “You’re replacin’ me?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course not. Now tell me. What did you learn tailing him?”

      “Well…” he hedged. “Not much. For a scary monster, he didn’t do anything particularly monstery. Just went to one place after the park. A place I definitely followed him into, where he absolutely stayed within my sights for every important second.”

      She pinched the bridge of her nose.

      “Bullet. I get the impression you aren’t telling the whole truth here.”

      A snuffling sound came from behind her. “Hey! Do I smell food?”

      “What?”

      “Takeout. Burgers, fries. You promised we’d get some for the good job I did, remember?”

      Mickey smacked her forehead. “Damn it, Bullet, I’m sorry I couldn’t⁠—”

      He gasped again. “First, you replace me with Mr. Scary, then you eat with him, and now you don’t get me any?” His voice wobbled with exaggerated heartbreak. “Why, boss? Why?”

      “Bullet—” she started, but he cut her off with a loud, theatrical sniffle, followed by equally dramatic whimpers.

      “Sorry, boss. I…only…tell the whole truth…to my partner.”

      She groaned, glancing guiltily into the rearview mirror.

      “I’m really sorry. I couldn’t order anything too strange with Mononobe there without raising suspicions. And you’re more than a partner. You’re my closest friend.”

      She reached into the glove compartment, fishing out a greasy paper bag.

      “I couldn’t get a burger, but I got extra fries.”

      The sniffles cut off.

      “Oh. Well. That’s okay then.”

      Tearing paper and noisy eating filled the cab.

      Mickey let it go a few beats before prompting, “You were saying?”

      “Right,” he said, voice muffled around a mouthful of fries. “Well, I couldn’t follow him the whole time. The building he went to was way too warded for me to get inside.”

      She frowned. “Where?”

      “One of those big buildings near the party tents downtown.”

      Mickey nodded. “The Federal Building at the Civic Center. He’s a consultant for the FBI.”

      “Consultant?” Bullet asked.

      “It means he gives advice. Sometimes does work for them, but isn’t with them.”

      “Oh. Well, I can tell you he didn’t seem happy to be there. And definitely wasn’t happy when he left.”

      Mickey chewed on her bottom lip, thinking.

      He’s hiding something.

      The chewing slowed.

      “Does it matter, boss?”

      Mickey shrugged. “Don’t know. It could.”

      Bullet swallowed. “Aren’t you hiding things?”

      She smirked. “Yeah, but I’m hiding things from a monster who could use them against me.” Her voice turned serious. “Things like him tend to turn on you at the least opportune moment.”

      “Then why work with him?”

      She grinned. “Because I have a plan.”

      Bullet made a thoughtful noise. “Huh. And sitting alone in a car while he walks into a den of potential allies for him, but definite enemies for you, is part of that plan?”

      Mickey smirked, popped the door, and headed for the trunk.

      “Uh, boss? Whatcha doin’?” Bullet asked.

      “Mr. Monster may prefer fishing with a net.” She found what she was looking for and slipped it into the hidden holster beneath her bomber jacket. “Me? I prefer dynamite.”

      Bullet made a hesitant noise. “Are you sure that’s⁠—?”

      “I’m thirsty, Bullet.” She shut the trunk with a solid thunk. “Think I’ll get myself a drink.”

      And with that, she strode toward the bar.
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      Whiskey drew a slow breath, savoring the cool, charcoal-tinged air. The district known as Whiskey Gulch was a parallax. From one angle, a lively strip of restaurants, theaters, family-friendly attractions. Shift your perspective, and it snapped into something else entirely.

      Neon-lit dance halls. Glitzy storefronts hiding back rooms they didn’t advertise. Bars, liquor stores, vices stacked shoulder to shoulder. Families leaving dinner mingled with bar hoppers, drunks, and johns. Their mismatched auras tangled, knotting into a tumultuous miasma that prickled at his senses.

      In his mind, Passenger echoed the breath.

      “Ah. Spicy yet sweet. Like fruit with lime and chili powder. Refreshing after that gods-awful drive.”

      Whiskey couldn’t help but agree.

      Before the drive, he’d considered himself an expert on the human condition. Four and a half hours with Michelle McFinn had proved otherwise. Passenger had been quiet during the drive, content to bask in the infuriating woman’s bewildering uniqueness.

      “I thought you liked her?”

      Passenger sighed. “Yes, well. Even with chocolate, you eventually need a palate cleanse. She might just be too much of a good thing.”

      Whiskey grimaced.

      She reminded him of an exhibition on how motion pictures worked that he’d seen at the world’s fair. Run at the right speed, sequential images created seamless movement. But cut them apart, shuffle them out of order, and you got a stuttering, chaotic mess.

      She was like that, if when piecing it back together, you spliced in scenes from three entirely different films. Every time he figured he had a clear image, she stuttered into something else.

      “She’s exhausting.”

      Passenger pulsed a nod.

      “And effective. Those around her must adjust to her shifts, which is likely why she does it.”

      “Or she’s certifiable,” Whiskey countered. “What happens when she meets someone unwilling to play her game? Then she has a fight on her hands.”

      Passenger pulsed a grin. “Which, I’d venture to guess, is also why she does it.”

      Whiskey shook his head. “Exhausting.”

      “You didn’t seem to mind toward the end,” Passenger noted. “I’d say you even enjoyed matching wits with the hunter.”

      Whiskey stopped outside a restaurant, pretending to study the menu. “Sometimes you have to see things through,” he thought with a shrug. “I agreed to work with her. Plus, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t find her perspective…novel. It means there’s still more to learn.”

      He crossed the street toward the saloon.

      “Besides, despite all her insanity, she did listen to reason. Eventually.”

      A wooden sign hanging from the front porch caught his eye:

      HALLOWEEN-THEMED SPECIALS ALL WEEK AT THE SALOON!

      COME FOR THE GHOULS, STAY FOR THE GIRLS!

      He pushed through the swinging doors into someone’s attempt at re-creating an Old West movie set.

      The air thickened with stale beer, perfume, and tobacco, casting a translucent haze that didn’t quite obscure the stage. Women in low-cut flapper outfits danced before a rear-projection screen playing black-and-white horror films.

      Scanning the crowd, Whiskey counted nine vests, each embroidered with a crowned, sneering devil wreathed in flames. Their owners drank from glasses filled with dark red liquid.

      Near the stage, one vampire stood, wolf whistling before sitting to sip his drink, laughing with a buddy. A few others huddled at a nearby table, deep in conversation, while the final three sat at the end of the long bar, nursing their drinks.

      Whiskey slipped onto an open stool and waved down the bartender, a small man with a waxed mustache curling at the tips, straight out of vaudeville.

      “Howdy. What’ll it be?”

      “Whatever’s on tap.” He set a dollar on the bar.

      The man poured a golden, frothy pint and left him to it. Whiskey sipped his beer, scanning the room through the bar’s mirror. Satisfied no one was watching, he lowered his gaze and triggered Vigilance.

      The bar’s clamor faded. Music dulled. Laughter blurred. Background noise peeled away until only what he focused on remained. He zeroed in on four vampires locked in hushed conversation.

      And heard…nothing.

      He paused.

      “Is something wrong with Vigilance?”

      Passenger made a thoughtful sound. “I don’t believe so. You still hear the creak of their vests. The scuff of their chairs. They aren’t talking.”

      Whiskey pushed his focus further and realized Passenger was right. The rasp of denim. The scrape of boots. All of it was there.

      He risked another glance toward the bikers.

      Mouths moved. Hands gestured. Lips shaped words.

      But no sound reached him.

      “It could be some kind of magical screen,” Passenger mused. “But magi-tech like that needs anchor points—walls, doors—to function. And we’ve no knowledge of anything that mutes just voices and nothing else. These bikers are connected, but not that connected.”

      Unease crawled up Whiskey’s spine.

      “Look at the three by the bar,” Passenger said, drawing his attention as another group of vampires in biker leathers shifted, sipped, and looked around.

      “Keep watching.”

      Whiskey did, and moments later, watched them repeat the motions.

      Exactly the same.

      The same sip.

      The same glance.

      The same subtle shift of weight.

      In the bar’s constant churn, he might have missed it. But once seen, it was impossible to unsee.

      He flicked his gaze toward the two near the stage.

      The wolf whistler stood. Whistled. Clapped. Laughed. Sat down. Leaned in. Spoke to his companion.

      Precisely as he had when Whiskey first entered.

      “They’re repeating themselves,” he thought. “All of them. Like they’re on a timer.”

      He narrowed his focus, gaze sliding between the groups.

      Mouths moved. Hands gestured. No sound.

      And their eyes…

      They were open—awake—but something about them was wrong. Clouded. Detached. Like mannequins painted to seem alive.

      Whiskey’s attention snapped away as Passenger pulsed a sharp, startled jolt.

      When he saw what had caused the disturbance, he couldn’t quite hold back a groan.

      “So much for listening to reason,” Passenger chuckled as a loud, far-too-familiar voice called out.

      “Brandy?”

      Whiskey frowned and tried to pretend he hadn’t heard her.

      “Oh good,” Passenger said, dry as dust. “Stay low and don’t move. I think her vision might be motion-based.”

      “As I live and breathe, Mr. Brandy?!”

      Whiskey sighed and closed his eyes as he released Vigilance. His focus slipped away like sand through his fingers.

      Exhausting.

      When he opened them, the bemused smile was already in place. He turned to face the sauntering McFinn.

      She plopped onto the stool beside him, pulling a cigarette from her purse. He checked the vampires.

      Still locked in their cycles.

      “Why, Miss Hasty,” he said. “I didn’t expect to see you so soon.”

      Then, lower, “What happened to staying out of sight?”

      She laughed, flicked open a lighter, lit her cigarette, and beckoned the bartender.

      “Howdy, what can I getcha?” the little man asked.

      McFinn beamed. “Howdy!” she echoed, leaning forward to scan the bottles behind the bar. “Hmm…what do I want?” she mused, eyes darting across labels. “You come in with an idea, but the second you sit down, boop!” She flicked her fingers skyward. “Pops right out! What’s your name, barkeep?”

      The bartender blinked.

      “Uh…Harvey. Can I help with your⁠—”

      “You know what would be lovely, Harvey?” she cut in, grinning. “A Ramos Gin Fizz.”

      Harvey’s smile thinned. “Uh…sure, but it takes a while, and I’m the only⁠—”

      “Well then, you’d best hop to it, Harv.” She jabbed a thumb toward Whiskey. “My friend here’s buyin’.”

      Harvey looked at Whiskey, who sighed and nodded.

      “Right away,” the bartender muttered, gathering ingredients.

      McFinn leaned back, fingers drumming the bar, eyes sweeping the room.

      “And what was that for?” Whiskey asked through clenched teeth.

      She pretended to inspect a nail. “We could beat around the bush, or get to the part where we get answers. These guys are bullies. How do you handle a bully?”

      “By harassing their little friends, apparently,” Whiskey muttered.

      Her lips twitched, but when she spoke again, her voice dipped lower. So quiet that only he detected it.

      “Harvey here’s made you. Been signaling someone behind the stage.”

      Whiskey’s gaze shot to the mirror behind the bar.

      “Passenger?”

      “I don’t know,” it admitted after a pause. “I was focused on the vampires. But now that I’m checking…it’s possible.”

      Whiskey frowned. How had he missed that?

      McFinn caught his look and gave him a smug little grin before resuming her not-so-subtle scan of the bar, as if everything was all going exactly as planned.

      “Why don’t you let me take it from here?” she said, exhaling a slow, deliberate curl of smoke.

      “Take what from here?” Whiskey shot back. “We had an agreement. I said give me an hour. I’m trying to⁠—”

      “Sorry.” She cut him off, gave him a look he couldn’t quite place. “New plan. Follow my lead, or get out of the way.”

      He frowned.

      “What?”

      Before he could press, McFinn gasped. “Oh! Nosferatu!”

      Whiskey stiffened, eyes flicking toward the vampires. One, a large, balding man with a birthmark sprawled over his eye, broke from his loop with a blink, and glanced at the bounty hunter.

      Oblivious, she smiled, pointing at the screen behind the dancers.

      “It’s a movie, dear. Max Schreck, Greta Schröder.” She spoke loud enough to carry. “A bit on the nose, considering where we are, but hey, commitment to theme counts.”

      Whiskey shifted, just enough to glance at the screen while keeping the vampire in view.

      Meanwhile, McFinn called out, bright as ever, “Oh, Harvey!”

      She waved the sweaty bartender over.

      “On second thought, Harv, I’m in the mood for something more local.”

      Harvey kept a straight face, but only just.

      “Very good, ma’am, If you’re a wine drinker, we’ve got⁠—”

      “You know, Harv,” she cut in, voice syrup-sweet, “can I call you Harv? That does sound lovely…but I’m thinking even more local.”

      She exhaled a last puff of smoke, crushing the cigarette into the ashtray.

      “You wouldn’t know where I might find Hallie Baptiste, would you?”

      Whiskey fought the urge to drag a hand down his face.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw the balding vampire’s glare sharpen.

      “Uh…” Harvey said, eyes darting about the bar for any sign of help. “Wh-wh-who?”

      McFinn leaned back, sighing as if bored.

      “No? Well then, how about Rose Buffet? Alice Suena? Dorothy Alcantara? Elsa Cierva? Merida Tietjen?”

      Harvey swallowed.

      She snapped her fingers, flashing an apologetic smile. “That’s right! Sorry, Harv. We forgot to introduce ourselves.”

      She nodded toward Whiskey. “I’m Agent Manhattan, and this here”—her smile widened—“is Agent Old-Fashioned. We’re with the FBI.”

      Whiskey barely kept his jaw from hitting the bar. He turned to her, disbelief written plain on his face.

      “What? You get it, right? Because of your actual name, well not your actual name, but you get the idea.”

      The balding vampire whispered to his companions. As if a spell had been broken, one stood, peeling off, slipping behind the curtain near the stage.

      The other, along with every other vampire left in the large room, turned to watch Whiskey and McFinn.

      Whiskey swallowed. The air became heavy with tension. His eyes completed their cycle of the watching vampires, ending on Harvey. The little bartender looked like he might faint.

      “I…If there’s a problem, I’m sure I can⁠—”

      “No problem at all, Harv,” McFinn said, tone colder now. Stiletto sharp. “Unless, of course, you think abducting six innocent women is a problem.”

      As if on cue, eight chairs screeched against wood, and eight vampires rose in unison, stalking toward the bar.

      “What’s going on over there?” called the bald vampire, closing in.

      Harvey blanched as he turned to the big man. “N-not sure, Frank. These two…uhm…”

      “Agents,” McFinn supplied, flashing a badge. “FBI.”

      Harvey latched onto that like a lifeline. “These agents have questions.”

      McFinn turned to face the advancing vampires. Each towered over her, their muscled shoulders and round bellies straining against leather vests. She grinned and extended a hand.

      “Frank, was it?”

      Frank ignored her, his stained face twisting into a deep-set scowl. “Get back to work.”

      Harvey didn’t need telling twice.

      “Bye, Harv!” McFinn called after him. Then, to Frank: “Whatever you’re paying him, it’s not enough. He’s a gem.”

      Frank’s glare didn’t waver. “Your badge don’t track.”

      McFinn cocked her head. “Come again?”

      “Your badge,” Frank repeated. “It don’t track. The FBI don’t take female agents.” His lip curled. “And all I see are a couple of bitches.”

      The vampire beside him grinned, flashing elongated canines.

      Whiskey’s gaze swept the room. Patrons. Employees. Innocents. If this escalated, people would get hurt.

      That was not the Way.

      McFinn’s antics left him no choice.

      “Enough of this,” he thought, rising.

      Even at his full height, he reached Frank’s chin. Still, he smiled. Focused. And triggered Passion. His will surged forward, washing over the vampires’ auras.

      To his surprise, their defenses weren’t merely weak; they were shattered. Whiskey’s will flowed over the remains like a swarm of locusts descending upon broken ruins, slipping effortlessly into their auras.

      Beneath those ruins, he found their wills writhing like oil-soaked eels. Again, he was startled by how depleted they were. Like bones already picked clean.

      Yet something remained: a need to lash out. To hurt those who had hurt them. Distilled aggression, reduced to raw, seething rage.

      And rage was something he could sink his teeth into.

      He latched onto their fury. Siphoned it away. Tamped it down until it was no more threatening than a smoldering coal. Without their rage, the vampires had little left.

      As one, they relaxed. Postures slumped. Muscles unclenched.

      “A meager meal,” Passenger sighed. “But I suppose something’s better than nothing.”

      Whiskey grinned.

      “Easy, gentlemen,” he said, sliding a wad of cash from his pocket. “We don’t want trouble. I’m sure we can come to an agreement.”

      He was aware of McFinn’s eyes on him. Glancing over, the intensity of her glare startled him.

      “Enough of that,” she murmured.

      Then she touched the ring on her finger.

      Whiskey couldn’t quite see what happened next, but he definitely felt it.

      Golden light flared and something seized the tether binding him to the vampires, yanked it taut, and hacked through with what felt like dull scissors. Passenger hissed as whiplash slammed into him, doubling him over with a grunt. His gut twisted. Breath caught, sharp and sudden.

      When he looked up, McFinn was smirking down at him, satisfaction gleaming in her eyes.

      “What just happened?”

      “Dunno how,” Passenger panted. “But…she…she cut off Passion. All right…I’ve decided. I don’t like her anymore.”

      “My friend here is too polite,” McFinn continued, pivoting toward the stunned vampires. “What he meant to say is, we know you’re responsible for abducting six local women.”

      The words struck like gunfire.

      Frank’s confusion darkened. His gaze locked onto McFinn. “What did you say, bitch?”

      The room tensed, but McFinn only sighed. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were ugly and hard of hearing.”

      She cleared her throat sharply, exaggeratedly.

      Her next words cut through the music, the chatter, and the thin veneer of civility in equal measure.

      “We know you took those women. Now either take us to them, or to someone important enough who can, before I finish what somebody started when they redecorated your stupid, ugly face.”

      The reaction was instant. Patrons gasped. The piano player faltered. Dancers froze mid-step. Eyes flicked to the bar, to McFinn, to Frank.

      “You know, Harv,” McFinn drawled, never looking away from Frank, “now that I think about it, I will take that drink. You suppose you could⁠—”

      Even through the lingering whiplash, Whiskey felt Frank’s rage swell.

      His hand dipped toward his vest.

      “That’s enough.”

      The voice cracked through the room like a whip.

      Frank froze.

      The room’s pulse shifted, subtle, but absolute. Like gravity tilting toward the owner of the voice. Every head turned. At the center of the room stood a well-muscled man, flanked by the vampire who’d vanished earlier.

      The man was average height. Early middle age. Handsome, but severe. Dark brown eyes so deep they were nearly black swept across the bar beneath a sharp, military-style salt-and-pepper haircut.

      He looked much like he had in the photo from Whiskey’s file on the Demon Lords. Except for the jagged scar slashing across his throat.

      “Ah,” said Passenger. “The man behind the curtain.”

      Beside Whiskey, McFinn grinned, crossing her arms. “Hiya, Butch.”

      Henry Butcher, undisputed boss of the Demon Lords, let his gaze linger on McFinn before flicking to the surrounding bikers.

      “Stand down,” he said, quietly.

      Nine vampires stepped back.

      Butcher swept the room, eyes settling on the piano player. “Nothing to see here.”

      The man flinched, hastily resuming his tune. The dancers stiffly continued, and gradually conversation murmured back into life.

      Satisfied, Butcher focused again on McFinn and Whiskey, closing the distance between them. The vampires parted for him like a leather-and-denim sea.

      “I hear you got questions,” Butcher said, locking eyes with McFinn.

      “Sure do,” she replied. “And you’re the guy who can answer them?”

      He gave a curt nod, eyes sweeping the bar. “Not here.”

      Without another word, Butcher turned, striding back the way he’d come. Frank and two others fell into step behind him.

      McFinn turned to Whiskey, grabbed his forgotten beer, and took a long, pleased pull.

      “See?” she said, winking before sauntering after the vampires. “Everything’s going according to plan.”

      Whiskey exhaled slowly.

      “You don’t have to follow,” reminded Passenger. “Leave the crazy woman to her fun.”

      Whiskey’s gaze flicked toward the exit. “And then what?”

      Walking away would only cause more problems. More lives could be at risk. Not the Way. He needed to find Hallie. Time was running out. He shook his head.

      “Sometimes you have to see things through,” he muttered.

      Then, with one last exhale, he followed the bounty hunter.
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      Sandwiched between the monsters who’d already tried to kill her, and the one who arguably had reason to, Mickey kept her posture loose and her grin dialed to maximum, and did her best not to start seriously rethinking her life choices.

      None of that, she warned herself. Fear’s cookies and ice cream to these people. Catch a whiff, and they’ll come straight for the source.

      So she tossed out a wolf whistle as they passed the dancers on stage.

      In all fairness, kicking the hornet’s nest hadn’t been a complete shot in the dark. While Mononobe cased the bar, laser-focused on the vamps, she’d been watching him.

      Or more precisely, the people watching him.

      That’s how she’d spotted Harvey the bartender signaling a lookout near the stage. How she’d clocked the figure lurking behind the curtain when that lookout returned. And how, watching the way messages rippled through the staff, it hadn’t taken much to piece together their plan for Mononobe.

      The Demon Lords were ambush hunters. Their habit of cycling hunting grounds the moment suspicion stirred was proof enough they were trying, albeit poorly, to keep a low profile. They liked their prey unaware. Vulnerable. Striking when it suited them. Show some teeth and they’d pivot to defense.

      So she’d shown some teeth, cranked up the theatrics, forced them to react on her terms. And it had worked.

      Mostly.

      She eyed Butcher leading them through the crowd. The way his near-black eyes had bored into her was chilling, like staring down a coiled snake.

      With a man like him, it wasn’t if he’d strike. It was when.

      And things only got worse from there.

      Something was off with the vampires. The too-fluid, too-synchronized way they moved set her nerves on edge. They didn’t walk like people. They flowed, like a school of fish.

      What are you even worrying about? You’ve got backup.

      She glanced over her shoulder, barely suppressing a wince at Mononobe’s glower.

      Totally reliable, definitely not pissed off about being magically sucker-punched backup.

      She was honestly surprised he was still following. But when he’d turned his power on the bikers, her True Sight revealed what was really happening.

      His shadow, the same warped thing she’d seen at the park and at Rosie’s, had slithered out, twisting and stretching into inky tendrils that wrapped around the vampires like abyssal lassos.

      The instant it touched them, they changed, shrinking in on themselves as Mononobe’s power took hold, enthralling them.

      She hadn’t been about to let him pied-piper Franky Splotch-Face and his buddies, so she’d slapped him down with her Disruption Ring.

      The device was finicky. Expensive. Outrageously temperamental. But even before the Great Revelation, her mom’s side of the family had been crafting totems. Channeling anima through weapons and enhancements had always come naturally, and the ring had done its job. It cleanly severed his hold in an instant, while barely dipping into her reserves.

      This time, she did wince.

      The whiplash from having whatever-the-hells he was doing cut off so suddenly couldn’t have been pleasant.

      Yet here he is, she thought, resisting the urge to glance back again. Following you straight into the lion’s den.

      Had she misjudged him?

      The memory of whatever was inside him surged up.

      No.

      Maybe he looked like he was doing the right thing. But she’d seen his Truth. It was what he was. She’d be a fool to think otherwise.

      Stick to the plan, Mick. Keep the monsters pointed at each other, not at you.

      Forcing a bright smile, she shot him a wink. He answered with an even deeper frown.

      She gulped.

      Probably best not to piss him off any more than you already have, though.

      They followed the vampires past the curtain into a dressing room, where women in various states of dishabille froze, eyes locking onto them.

      Mickey met their gazes, which ranged from mildly curious to openly hostile, with detached professionalism as she trailed after the group down a narrow hallway.

      At some unseen cue, Frank stepped forward and opened a door. The others flanked the entry as Mickey, Mononobe, and Butcher stepped inside.

      She scanned the office. It was medium size with a plain desk, worn chairs, and a set of wooden shelves. The only thing of note was the set of heavy bloodred curtains draped behind the desk. Butcher moved to a shelf lined with bottles of amber, gold, and deep red.

      “Drink?” he asked.

      Mickey shook her head, studying him. Positioned before the curtains, he looked as if he floated over a sea of blood.

      “No, thanks, Butch. You might’ve missed it earlier, but my associate and I are here on official⁠—”

      “I know who you are.”

      His gaze flicked to Mononobe. “Both of you.”

      Her brow furrowed. It made sense he’d know her. His goons had tried to kill her, after all. But Mononobe?

      “Still,” Butcher continued, pouring himself a drink. Thick, red liquid clung to the glass, syrupy and slow. He took a sip, shuddering as it went down. “I was surprised to see you here.”

      Then, as casually as discussing the weather, “You want to know about the six women we took.”

      Mickey blinked, her gaze flicking toward Mononobe. Butcher’s lips curled into a slow, knowing smile. He took another shivering sip.

      “Don’t look so shocked,” he said, easing into the chair behind the desk. “If you made it this far, you already know we took them. No point pretending.”

      Mickey folded her arms. “Is that so?”

      Butcher’s near-black eyes gave nothing away. His smirk widened just enough to flash canines as his gaze slid to Mononobe. “You sure you wanna hitch your wagon to this one?”

      A cold spike slid through Mickey’s gut. He’d said it casually, with no more drama than asking if she wanted to split lunch, but it landed hard.

      The truth was, she was in a room surrounded by vampires. Who-knew-how-many goons a shout away. Their vampire boss. And Mononobe.

      If he turned on her now, she was dead.

      She felt his eyes on her. Forcing down the surge of panic, she kept her posture loose, her expression bored, and met his gaze.

      Mononobe held her stare for a heartbeat. Then he turned back to Butcher and shrugged.

      “We have an agreement.”

      Butcher studied him a moment longer, then gave a small, resigned shrug and took another sip of blood. “Suit yourself.”

      “Since we’re all feeling chatty,” Mickey said, pulling his attention back, “why don’t you tell us what you did with the women?”

      Butcher shrugged again. “What they ordered me to do.”

      Mickey’s eyes narrowed. According to the information Rosie had pulled from the FBI database, the Demon Lords were fiercely independent with no listed ties to any larger organization.

      “They?” she asked, just as Mononobe said, “Ordered?”

      Their eyes met, mirrored irritation flickering, before snapping back to Butcher.

      “Answer the question,” they said in unison.

      Mickey clenched her jaw. “Okay, enough of that,” she muttered, arms crossing.

      Butcher chuckled, his gaze drifting between them. “It really is surprising to see you here. Only hours after they…” He cut himself off, clearing his throat.

      Mickey narrowed her eyes.

      Had that tremor in his hands been there before?

      “Are the women still alive?” Mononobe asked.

      Butcher took another slow sip. “For now.”

      Hope surged in Mickey’s chest, but she reined it in. “All right. Back to the first question.” Her voice hardened. “Who ordered you to take them?”

      Butcher’s gaze dropped to his drink. This time, Mickey was sure of it. His hands were trembling.

      “Dirty fucking pachuco wetbacks and their pet dwimmers have been trying to worm their way into our territory since this club’s founding,” he muttered. “We fought them off. Thought we’d scared them off for good…”

      His voice hitched. His head jerked, as if slapped by something unseen. His face drained of color and he took another sip of blood. When he spoke again, it was barely a whisper. “Until he came.”

      Mickey’s stomach twisted at the terror in his voice. She shot a glance at Mononobe. He looked just as thrown.

      “Who?”

      Butcher’s gaze snapped back to her, fever-bright. His words came faster now, his mannerisms turning twitchy. “A German. Some lawyer. Hired to negotiate safe passage through our territory. Said they’d pay for the privilege. Nothing unusual. We let people willing to pay pass through all the time.”

      Mickey frowned. “He have a name?”

      Butcher’s hands shook so badly he had to set the glass down. “Schultz,” he whispered.

      Mononobe inhaled, sharp enough to make her jump, but before she could press, Butcher barreled on.

      “There wasn’t anything we could do,” he said, voice tight. “He…forced us to mule the LME’s drugs. We ran shipments all over the state. Still are.” His voice cracked. “I’ve done bad things. During the war. After.” His fingers whitened around the glass. “But the LME made us do worse.”

      Mickey fixed him with a hard look.

      “We sell nothing that ain’t already being sold,” Butcher insisted, almost pleading. “And all our girls are workers. Willing participants. You got that?”

      The shift in his tone was unsettling, but she couldn’t help herself. A snort escaped, bubbling into a chuckle. “Every monster I’ve met”—her eyes flicked to Mononobe, then back to Butcher—“human or mythic, reads from the same script. Always some excuse to justify the ugly parts.”

      She tilted her head. “I suppose the women you kidnapped just, what? Volunteered?”

      For a moment, she thought he might lunge at her, but instead he lifted his glass for another drink. “It really is amazing you’re here, you know that?” he muttered, eyes on the nearly empty glass. “But then again, they have a way of making things work in their favor.”

      He chuckled, low and bitter.

      “Working…for people like that…” His grip tightened. “It’s no picnic.” The humor drained from his face, though his eyes never left the glass. “Bliss helps. Opens your mind. Teaches you where you stand in this universe. And…”

      Mononobe’s head whipped toward the door.

      A heartbeat later, the door swung open, and Frank Splotch-Face stepped in, followed by the other two vampires, their eyes locked on Butcher.

      Mickey raised her hands, palms empty. “Wait a second, fellas,” she said, glancing at Mononobe. He had angled himself to keep everyone in view.

      Butcher licked a smear of blood from his palm.

      “It enhances your connections,” he murmured. “Moves you beyond more traditional means of communication.”

      Mickey’s gut tightened.

      Mononobe caught her eye. His irises had darkened, shifting from periwinkle to an unnatural violet. His gaze flicked right, toward the nearest vampire, then back.

      Butcher giggled. “Hey, now that I really am feeling chatty, I’ve got a question for you. Did you know the LME makes more than one kind of drug?”

      He knocked back the rest of his drink. “Bliss is great.” He sighed. “But I prefer Zeal.”

      Then he lurched, doubling over as if about to wretch. His body convulsed. Skin bubbled. Warped.

      Mickey watched in transfixed horror as the whites of his eyes turned bloodred while capillaries burst. His jaw cracked, distending with a sickening pop, his grin stretching past human limits.

      Skin split, and he screamed a sound halfway between agony and ecstasy.

      Blinking, Mickey wrenched her gaze away from the grotesque transformation, and her eyes found Mononobe.

      “What’d I tell ya?” she said, letting her smile take on a berserker edge. “Everything’s going according to plan.”

      Three feet of rune-etched steel, thick as both her thumbs, snapped into her palm as Butcher shrieked again, and the room erupted into chaos.

      Frank and his buddy lunged, moving faster than the eye could track.

      Exactly as she thought they would.

      Mickey pushed anima through the device, ducked under Frank’s grasp, and drove the rod into his gut. A burst of golden sparks exploded on impact. Arcane lightning jolted through the vampire’s body as the Sortilege Trammel Contrivance, or “Stake,” severed his connection to his blood anima reserve, the power that fueled his superhuman strength, speed, and healing.

      The blow didn’t break skin, but the sharp scent of ozone filled the air as Frank choked. His momentum faltered, and he crumpled.

      Mickey whirled, pivoting around his falling bulk, and with every ounce of strength she could dredge up, slammed the rod into the second vampire’s knee.

      Snap.

      Resilient as they were, ligaments still tore. Bones still broke. Golden sparks showered as the vampire dropped, howling.

      Some fighters called battle a proving ground. Mickey was more of a pragmatist. She drew her pistol and put a bullet through the vampire’s skull.

      With his strength and healing severed by the Stake, he was as fragile as any human. His head burst like a ripe melon, and his body lay motionless.

      A roar exploded behind her as Frank got back to his feet. Even without his supernatural edge, he was still three hundred pounds of fury, swinging wild haymakers.

      She twisted, rolling with the blow, but the glancing hit nevertheless sent pain lancing through her shoulder. White flickered across her vision. Her arm went numb.

      And the Stake clattered to the floor.

      Frank pressed forward, relentless, throwing wild strikes that forced Mickey onto the defensive. Grimacing, she ducked and dodged, running on instinct. The wind from near misses whipped at her hair, but she stayed a half step ahead, until her foot caught the leg of the vampire she’d already killed, and she stumbled.

      She recovered fast, the misstep costing her only half a heartbeat.

      But that was all she had to give.

      Time stretched. Her heart pounded in her ears. She turned to see Frank’s eyes widen as he roared, launching a devastating blow toward her head.

      Move, she thought. Do something.

      But there wasn’t time.

      The smell of blood and ozone hung thick in the air. This blow likely wouldn’t kill her, but it would end her, leave her broken, helpless for the next.

      The shadow of Frank’s arm fell across her face, and she flinched—unable even to close her eyes in time—which, as it turned out, was fortuitous. It let her see clearly when a suited figure blurred into view and caught the blow one-handed.

      Mickey froze. Mononobe?

      Her gaze darted to the far side of the room, where the third vampire lay in a mangled heap, head twisted the wrong way.

      By the Nine…

      The strength it took to do that was insane. She looked back, pulse stuttering. Through her True Sight, she saw shadows coiling over Mononobe, crawling across him like a sentient shroud as he held Frank in place.

      What in all the hells is he?

      There wasn’t time to think. Veins bulging, Frank wrenched free with a roar and charged Mononobe, swinging wild and fast. He was a street brawler—pure brute force, no finesse—which, with his size and speed, usually worked.

      But not against Mononobe.

      With calm precision, Mononobe deflected every blow. Sharp, effortless movements flowed around Frank’s attacks.

      Without breaking stride, he snapped a punch into Frank’s throat. The vampire’s roar cut off in a strangled croak, but Frank was tough. He barreled forward and drove a low kick at Mononobe’s groin.

      Mononobe shifted, letting the blow glance off his thigh. In the same motion, his heel came down hard, the crunch of shattered leather and bone echoing as Frank’s boot collapsed.

      Frank reeled off-balance, and Mononobe drove an elbow into his solar plexus.

      The vampire staggered, gasping, but recovered fast. An ugly smile spread across his face, fangs bared, rage still burning in his eyes as he straightened to his full height.

      “That all you got, bitch?” he sneered.

      Mononobe’s violet gaze flickered as his lips twitched into a micro-smile.

      “No,” he said.

      Then he stepped aside as Mickey raised her Fleischburg-enhanced Colt 1911.

      She locked eyes with Frank, offered him a wink, and squeezed the trigger.

      Runes blazed molten gold as the blast hit like a cannonball of lightning-infused fury, and Frank’s chest erupted, a gaping hole torn straight through him.

      The force ripped through flesh, vaporized stone and brick, and punched a path into the next building.

      For a heartbeat, Frank simply stood there, blinking dumbly.

      Then the light drained from his eyes as his body collapsed in a hulking, boneless heap.

      Despite the whiplash and the ringing in her ears from the blast, a grin spread across Mickey’s face.

      “Who’s the bitch n⁠—”

      A shrieking roar cut her off, and her gaze snapped to the desk.

      Butcher had finished his transformation.

      Easily eight feet tall now, limbs swollen, skin stretched tight over a pulsing web of green and purple veins. His claw-tipped hands flexed. His jaw had elongated into something more crocodilian than human, and jagged teeth gleamed as he let out a scream of disoriented bloodlust.

      “Enough of that, thanks,” Mickey muttered, and shot him in the deformed skull.

      Runes flashed. The gun roared.

      And Butcher’s head exploded in a gore-slick eruption.

      Mickey’s grin faded as the whiplash hit.

      “That’s what you get…” she panted. Even with her knack for magic devices, back-to-back enhanced shots left her lightheaded, chest heaving like she’d just sprinted uphill. Maybe Rosie was right about the damn cigarettes. “For stepping on…my line.”

      “We need to go,” Mononobe said, rolling Frank’s body over, searching his pockets.

      “You think?” she puffed, wincing as she straightened and rolled her shoulder.

      She reached the door first and cracked it open.

      Bang.

      A spine-tingling ka-pwing rang out as a bullet ricocheted off the doorframe, zipping past her ear with a whine that rattled her teeth.

      She flinched, slamming the door shut with a startled squawk.

      “Ahem.”

      Heart hammering, she turned to see Mononobe smirking.

      “May I?” he asked, violet eyes gleaming.

      The jerk.

      Glowering, she stepped aside. “Why not?”

      He leaned his head against the door, eyes closing.

      His shadow rippled like silk caught in the wind, and he said, “There’s a lot of activity out there.”

      Mickey rolled her eyes. “You don’t say.”

      Annoyance flickered, but he stayed focused. “More motorcycles just arrived. They’re mobilizing—clearing the bar, setting a perimeter. You surprised them. They’ve⁠—”

      Crack.

      He jerked back as a bullet punched through the door where his head had been.

      “We have thirty seconds before they breach.” He brushed past her, dragging a heavy chair to wedge against the door. “We need to go. Now.”

      Mickey had already started to look for a way out. “Yeah, yeah,” she muttered, sweeping the room. “I heard you the first time.”

      She spotted the curtain behind the desk.

      “Window!” she shouted, dashing toward it.

      She yanked the heavy drapes aside.

      “Oh, hells.”

      Thick metal bars were bolted across the frame.

      A fresh hail of bullets tore through the room. Mickey hit the deck.

      Mononobe fired two shots through a hole, then glanced her way. “Switch with me!”

      Keeping low, Mickey scrambled back to the door, returning fire through another gap. Her enhanced round blasted a chunk out of their barricade. The men outside scattered.

      Behind her, Mononobe’s chair smashed against the barred window. Glass shattered. But the bars didn’t budge.

      Mickey risked a glance through the door. The hallway crawled with leather-vested men. She emptied her clip, finishing with a half-charged enhanced round. The blast sent them scrambling, screams echoing.

      Panting, she slammed home her second-to-last magazine when a grunt snapped her attention to the side. Mononobe crashed into the liquor shelves, bottles shattering as he crumpled in a heap.

      Her eyes followed the arc that had thrown him…to Butcher.

      The vampire’s head had mostly regrown. Black, bloodied eyes gleamed as skin still knit over sinew and exposed muscle.

      Forgetting the door, Mickey sprang up and unloaded into him. He shrieked, but the non-enhanced rounds barely slowed him. By the time her gun clicked empty, .45 slugs were already oozing from his wounds like leaden drops of blood as his flesh knitted shut.

      He grinned, lips peeling back to reveal serrated teeth, as he slowly closed the distance.

      “What’s so damn funny?” Mickey growled, ejecting her clip and slamming home her last.

      “You…” he rumbled, voice thick, garbled. “Weaknessssssss…”

      Her lips curved into a slow, dangerous smile. “Oh, you want strength?”

      She brushed a thumb across the golden bear paw at her neck—Owen’s charm—and channeled her anima.

      Her eyes flared to match the burning gold of the pendant as power surged through her, flooding her limbs with vitality.

      With a burst of speed, she lunged, aiming a fist at Butcher’s head.

      The punch that would’ve dented steel snapped his head to the side and⁠—

      He laughed.

      Snarling, she pivoted and drove a kick between his legs.

      She might as well have kicked a tree trunk.

      She snapped another punch at his throat.

      He caught her fist.

      And laughed harder.

      “Not…enough…” he rasped.

      His grip tightened. Pain exploded in her knuckles. She wrenched at her arm, but Frank’s strength had been feathers and butterfly kisses compared to Butcher. He didn’t budge.

      “Okay…” she wheezed, knees buckling. A shadow slid across the floor. “Gnh…you might have a point.”

      Butcher squeezed harder. Bones creaked. Mickey cried out but stayed on her feet. Teeth clenched, she met his gleaming, bloody eyes.

      “You wanna know what I think is funny?”

      Butcher tilted his head, curious, and her grimace twisted into a grin.

      “That you forgot about the real monster in the room.”

      A blazing purple cord snapped around Butcher’s wrist. His eyes widened. He shrieked, twisting to see Mononobe—blood streaking down his face, left arm hanging wrong—standing at the other end, holding the cord tight.

      His eyes glowed amethyst. His mouth quirked in a rictus grin. Mickey watched as his shadow billowed around him like a storm-caught cloak. One tendril slid around his dislocated arm, coiling tighter until, with a sickening pop, it snapped back into place.

      And gripping the cord with both hands, Mononobe pulled.

      Butcher screamed as it chewed through his wrist, greasy smoke curling from his flesh.

      Mononobe’s slitted eyes flicked to Mickey. “Hurry. Whatever he’s on, it’s healing him. Use that…ngh…ring of yours!”

      Mickey winced. “Can’t. It’s a one-hit wonder. Needs to recharge.”

      He frowned. “And you…wasted it…on me?”

      She shot him a glare. “Not sure now’s the time to play armchair quarterback, Mononobe.”

      That earned a flicker of a scowl, but before he could reply, Butcher roared, grabbing the cord with his free hand, and pulled.

      “Do…something!” Mononobe growled, boots scraping closer to Butcher.

      Mickey’s mind raced. She was nearly out of ammo. Her enhanced strength hadn’t slowed him. Even the enhanced rounds hadn’t kept him down.

      She scanned the room. Strewn with debris, broken glass, bodies—but nothing that could stop this.

      She cursed. If she hadn’t burned her ring on Mononobe, maybe she could’ve cut off whatever magic was⁠—

      Wait.

      Under all that invincible flesh, Butcher was still a vampire. A parasite. Leeching anima from the blood he drank to fuel that monstrous body.

      Which meant he was vulnerable to the right tool.

      And I brought the right tool.

      Her gaze darted to the ruined liquor shelves. On the far side of the room, half-buried in splintered wood and broken bottles, was the Stake.

      Her stomach dropped. Its handle jutted up from the wreckage.

      Directly past Butcher.

      No time to think.

      She bolted. Butcher’s roar cut off as he turned, lunging. A wild swipe missed as she rolled under it, glass crunching beneath her. She came up hard, driving forward, but stumbled when his massive hand clamped around her ankle.

      She twisted, crashed onto her back, and fired. The shot punched a chunk from his shoulder, but he barely flinched.

      One-handed, he slapped the gun aside, grabbed her jacket, and slammed her down. She heard the floorboards crack beneath her. Claws sank into her shoulder, digging deep.

      She screamed as he hauled her up like a rag doll—and flung her across the room. She hit hard. Air blasted from her lungs. Arms flung wide.

      Dazed, she barely registered her fingertips brush something. Butcher loomed, drooling from crocodilian jaws, voice thick with hunger.

      “Hunnnngry…”

      Pain seared through her, but Mickey reached.

      Just a little farther.

      He lunged. Jaws gaping.

      She screamed as her fingers closed on the Stake.

      And with every ounce of strength she had left, she drove it up, into the roof of his mouth.

      Golden sparks exploded. His head snapped back as if kicked by a battle charger. His shriek curdled the air, jaw blackened, cracked, hanging limp. Mononobe snarled, ripping the cord backward.

      Butcher’s shriek morphed into a squeal as his severed hand flew through the air. He tried to leap back, but couldn’t. Looking down, he saw Mickey clamped onto his arm.

      “Where the hells do you think you’re going?” she asked.

      Her eyes sparked. Golden light crackled. Her hair lifted, alive with static, as she pooled her anima into a seething, roiling mass.

      She sensed its eagerness, its want to be unleashed. The air thickened, tingling against her skin as it built into something almost solid. When it reached the edge, when she couldn’t hold it any longer, she released her Storm.

      Lightning exploded from her hands. Thunder cracked, a gut-punch of sound. The world turned white, but she felt Butcher’s arm shriveling. Burning.

      Then his body hurled backward.

      He crashed into the far wall.

      Hard.

      Mickey swooned as whiplash turned her legs to jelly. Standing was a struggle, moving was worse, but her vision returned, and fury kept her upright.

      Mononobe appeared at her side, silent and bloodied, and offered back her gun.

      Her breath came in ragged gasps, but her hand was steady as she took it.

      Together, they turned toward the vampire abomination. Jaw unhinged, faint whimpers tore from his throat as he writhed on the floor, stump-like limbs flailing.

      Wide bloody eyes locked on the approaching duo, and for the first time, they filled with fear. He shrieked—a high, keening wail—then turned and bolted, crashing through the doorway so hard it nearly came off its hinges.

      “Yeah, you’d better run!” Mickey called, wobbling as she raised a fist.

      Then collapsed on her ass.

      “Bastard…” she wheezed. “Could’ve at least…jumped through…the window.”

      “Some people are just plain inconsiderate,” Mononobe agreed.

      Bullets whizzed through the room.

      Mickey yelped, rolling herself behind cover as Mononobe shambled to the door, shooting back before slamming it shut.

      “Not done yet,” Mononobe called, scanning the room. “With Butcher gone, they won’t wait much longer. Cover me!”

      Mickey forced herself upright, back against the wall, and fired a few rounds into the hall.

      “Running low!” she called.

      A loud scraping noise made her glance back to see Mononobe shoving the large desk toward the door. She rolled aside as he rammed it into place, bracing it as makeshift cover. There was a loud whump as a hole the size of a basketball punched through the wall where she’d been sitting seconds before.

      She dropped beside him.

      “How we doing?” she panted.

      Mononobe, sliding a speed loader into his pistol, shot her an unimpressed look. “Dandy,” he muttered, snapping the cylinder shut. “This is all I have left, Miss McFinn. You?”

      “Halfway through my last clip,” she admitted. “Not to worry, though. All part of the plan.”

      Mononobe peered through a hole in the desk, then shot her a disbelieving look. “This is part of your plan?”

      Mickey winked, offering him her gun. “Be a dear and cover me for a second?”

      He looked at her like she’d sprouted wings from her forehead, then shrugged, took the weapon, triggered the enhancements on his own gun, and fired into the hallway. Screams followed as purplish energy from his pistol ate through everything it touched like fast-acting acid.

      Mickey threw herself back into the room. She moved with the grace of a baby giraffe, but she crawled to where she’d dropped her purse, snatched it, and scrambled back behind the desk.

      “What was all that about?” Mononobe asked as splinters burst past his shoulder.

      “The plan!” Mickey shouted, holding up a wind-up toy car.

      Mononobe’s jaw dropped so far it almost left a divot in the floor.

      “That’s your plan?”

      “You got a better idea?” she shot back.

      He blinked. “I…I don’t know how to respond to that!” he yelled, firing another round. “We have less than twenty seconds before they take us!”

      “Perfect! I only need five.”

      A bullet zipped past his head.

      “Oh good,” he muttered, popping up to fire three more rounds. Shouts and curses followed as the gunfire outside redoubled.

      “Ten seconds!”

      Mickey twisted the car’s wind-up knob and closed her eyes.

      “Plenty of time,” she muttered.

      She focused. All she had to do was infuse her power into the foci, keep it stable, then let it go.

      Simple, right?

      She braced herself behind a lungful of air. Her body hurt. Her hands shook. Her anima reserves were depleted. Blocking it all out was impossible.

      So she didn’t try.

      Instead, she embraced it. Let the fear and adrenaline fuel it. And reaching toward the runes, she sensed Rosie’s craftsmanship pull at her anima.

      Perfect. Precise. Once the connection clicked, channeling power was easy. The hard part was containing the lightning. Controlling the locking foci. Enhancing the explosive potential.

      All at once.

      While exhausted.

      And being shot at.

      A bullet whipped past, close enough to stir her hair, and her focus slipped. The car sparked. Mononobe shouted something, but she gritted her teeth, forcing herself to concentrate.

      She stabilized the energy. Locked it into place. Then, with a final push, she Boosted. The magic snapped together like a thousand shards of porcelain reforming into a perfect vase.

      She exhaled, opened her eyes. The flickering sparks faded. The car sat innocently in her hand.

      “Be ready to move,” she said, voice strained, setting the toy on the ground.

      She looked at Mononobe.

      “Before that, though…”

      She released the car.

      “You might want to duck.”

      The toy shot into the hallway with a high-pitched whir of spring-loaded wheels.

      “What was that?” she heard Mononobe ask, just as she curled into a tight ball.

      “Oh shi⁠—”

      Mononobe dived as Mickey released the working.

      The blast rocked the building. The desk slid back several feet, sending both of them into a tangled heap. Mickey’s ears rang. Whiplash unwound her thoughts like a spool of thread slipping loose.

      The world dulled.

      Limbs trembling, she lay there, stunned. For a moment, time didn’t exist. Then, like a yo-yo snapping back, her brain kicked in.

      She drew in a ragged breath, dust and debris choking the air. Her eyes stung. Her throat was raw. She coughed.

      “See?” she croaked, untangling herself from Mononobe. “Exactly…as planned.”

      Mononobe grunted, but pushed to his feet. “Not out yet.”

      His periwinkle eyes faded back to normal as he handed her gun back. She accepted it with a nod. Somehow, they stumbled around the desk and into the hallway.

      Or what used to be the hallway.

      The place was wrecked. Debris everywhere. Bits of furniture, and other squishier things, dropped from the ceiling. The bar was empty, save for one frazzled-looking Harvey, shotgun trembling in his hands.

      At the sight of them—battered, bloodied, but still armed—he dropped the weapon and bolted for the exit.

      Outside, a crowd had gathered, but there was no sign of the leather-clad vampires. Or their lackeys. A detached part of Mickey’s mind noticed some motorcycles were missing.

      The rest of her?

      She holstered her gun, staggered to the curb, and flopped onto it.

      People shouted questions.

      She ignored them.

      A moment later, someone sat beside her. She rested her head against something—soft or hard, she couldn’t tell. Her hearing must’ve cleared. She heard sirens approaching.

      Great job, Mick. Now what?

      She was still trying to work up an answer when darkness enveloped everything.
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          MICKEY SAYS NO

        

      

    

    
      July 8, 1944

      Through the fog, a solitary coyote’s cry twisted and broke, rising into the air.

      Mickey forced herself to walk casually as she stepped into the alley. Visibility was poor at the best of times, but now, wrapped in a bubble of fog, she could barely see a few feet ahead. Even on bright days, their rendezvous spot was cloaked in gloom.

      Tonight, low-hanging, dirty gray clouds smothered the former Polish town of Oświęcim (what the new management called Auschwitz), draping it in a gloom thick enough to hide a legion of imagined dangers.

      She paused. Acting as if she wasn’t one step from bolting, she set a hand on her hip, eyed the shadows, and whispered, “Laurel.”

      “Hardy.”

      The response was immediate.

      A man stepped from a pocket of shadow so deep it seemed he’d materialized from thin air. Close-cropped light-brown hair, a snub nose, blue eyes, and a spotless green-gray Waffen-SS uniform.

      He looked different, but his voice—shifted through unfamiliar vocal cords—returned to its normal timbre, and the code word confirmed it.

      Owen.

      They embraced, and for a moment, the faint scent of pine and gorse berries eased the tension in her shoulders, and Mickey let herself relax.

      Then she remembered why she was here.

      Her grip tightened as she shoved him behind a small brick outcropping.

      “Are you out of your mind?” she hissed. “Do you have any idea how many things could be watching us right now? I need it to seem like I’m preparing to board a train to Berlin, not having clandestine meetings in dimly lit alleys!”

      Despite her frustration, a small grin tugged at her lips as she straightened the collar of her SS-Helferinnenkorps uniform.

      “You’d think the infamous Captain Kelly, the plan’s genius architect, wouldn’t need the reminder.”

      The grin died as she watched Owen touch his neck, fingers brushing the chain of his necklace, the one holding his bear charm. A tell she knew too well.

      He only did that when he was truly worried.

      “Sorry,” he muttered, shifting to check the alley entrance before turning back to her. “But I had to talk to you.”

      “If it’s about the safe, I told you I have it covered. Once I get my hands on it, I’m sure I can⁠—”

      Owen cut her off with a quick shake of his head. “We should run away.”

      Mickey hesitated.

      “What?”

      She opened her mouth, closed it, then tried again. “Abandon the mission?”

      Owen looked like he might be sick. He shook his head, letting out a quiet, frustrated growl. “Not the mission,” he said, voice tight. He wouldn’t meet her eyes. “The entire war.”

      Mickey stared. The words were so far from what she expected, her mind struggled to process them. “What? Owen…I…what?”

      He shook his head. “Listen, I know this mission has been hard on you, but⁠—”

      Mickey flinched as if he’d slapped her, bitter anger surging through her veins like boiling acid. A scornful smile found its way to her lips. “Hard?” she hissed. “I’ve spent months selling my soul to the damned Angel of Death so we could steal an S-Class artifact before the Wahrheit brings it to Berlin. And now, after all the lives I…after all the people I—” She couldn’t bring herself to finish. “After everything I’ve done, one day before go-ahead, you ask me to walk away from the entire fucking war? As if it were all for nothing!”

      This time it was Owen’s turn to flinch, but she was too furious to care.

      “And what about Osgood and his team?” she demanded. “You want to desert them? Leave them to twist in the wind? We handpicked Harry Osgood and his men for this job!”

      Even in the dim light, she saw the color drain from Owen’s face. “Yes,” he said, then hesitated. “No…I don’t know.”

      He grabbed her hands, squeezing as if physical contact might somehow make her see reason. “There’s still time,” he pleaded. “We tell Osgood to scrub the mission, or at least change our tactics. Instead of stealing the artifact, we blow the bridge as the train crosses it. Destroy the artifact. Scatter the mind-flaying squid and his Nazi entourage into the Odra.”

      Mickey’s heart twisted.

      She knew the job was eating away at Owen, same as it was eating her. Every moment spent ingratiating himself with the Nazis, every compromise, took something from him.

      But she hadn’t realized how much.

      She took a slow breath.

      “Even if we weren’t at war,” she said, frustration and anger warring with love and loyalty, “verifying the artifact was destroyed would be nearly impossible. Doing it behind Nazi lines after you killed one of their shadow agents and blew up their special toy? That would be suicide.”

      She stepped back, pulling her hands free. “What’s going on, Owen?”

      He hesitated, staring at her for a long moment before letting out a shaky breath. “I…I’ve got a bad feeling,” he admitted, shoulders slumping. “Something’s wrong here. The lich they brought in from Italy, the one who recently arrived for security, there’s something different about him. I just…we need to abort.”

      Mickey narrowed her eyes. “Junior said he can handle the lich.”

      Owen’s expression hardened. “He’s wrong. I…I can’t say how I know, but I do. This is too big for us.”

      She held his gaze.

      In that moment, she remembered her Glimpse of him.

      Every Glimpse came differently, but his had been a feeling, an idea. His sense of justice. His kindness. His willingness to sacrifice himself for what he believed in.

      She exhaled through her nose.

      He was scared.

      He needed her to be strong.

      “I understand you’re scared,” she said, forcing her voice steady. “Believe me, I am too. But we’ve covered every angle. How many times have you propped me up in moments like this? Convinced me to keep going?”

      She stepped closer, lowering her voice. “We can’t abort a mission like this over a bad feeling.” Her hand found his. “Junior can handle one necromancer. He said so himself.”

      She squeezed his hand.

      “There’s nothing to worry about.”

      Owen shook his head, eyes shining. “This is different!” he insisted. “I…I had a dream. About you. You died on the train.”

      Mickey blinked.

      “A dream?” she asked, voice soft but skeptical. “And since when do you have divination powers? If you’ve been holding out on me, we’re gonna have way bigger problems than this little discussion. Are you aware of how many embarrassments I might’ve avoided with your help?”

      She smiled, hoping he would, too.

      But Owen looked away. “I…I couldn’t go on living if that happened,” he whispered.

      Her heart clenched, but she kept her expression steady.

      Rising onto her toes, she kissed his forehead.

      “And I couldn’t live with myself if I walked away from this mission over a bad dream. And I don’t think you could either.”

      She met his eyes.

      “Unless you have evidence we’ve been made, something critical we missed. Do you? Is there something concrete you’ve found?”

      Owen swallowed.

      “No.”

      Mickey nodded.

      “Then we go forward with the mission.”

      She took a step back, refocusing.

      “Davies and one of the triplets are already in position outside Oppeln. While you, Osgood, and his men draw the lich’s attention, you and I move on the safe. Once I have the artifact, we give the signal, Carmine gets us out, we blow the newly named Adolf Hitler Bridge”—she smiled—“and send every kraut to a watery grave.”

      She grinned. “That last part’s my favorite.”

      “Mickey…” he pleaded.

      Her smile vanished.

      “No.”

      She shook her head, firm, all gentleness burned away by frustration.

      This wasn’t like Owen.

      They’d dealt with doubts before. Fears. But this? How could he not see? There was no other choice. What was wrong with him? Her voice dropped, trembling with emotion.

      “I just told you. If we walk away now, everything we’ve done, all those lives we helped those gods damned animals destroy, will be for nothing.”

      Her breath hitched. Even as the words left her mouth, she hated them, but she didn’t stop.

      “I’d rather die than let it happen. And if you think you can just leave, ignore everything we’ve done, everything we’ve sacrificed?”

      Her jaw clenched. The stricken look on Owen’s face nearly broke her.

      But she plowed on.

      “I’m going ahead with the mission,” she said, voice like iron. “I’m getting Osgood’s team on that train, and I’m going to help kill a bunch of fucking Nazis.”

      She lifted her chin.

      “If you can’t handle that, then leave. I can probably do your part too.” She turned on her heel, storming toward the alley’s exit. “If you find the fortitude to do what needs to be done, I’ll see you on the train.”

      She didn’t look back. Couldn’t. But the hurt on his face seared into her mind. Her steps faltered. She turned, ready to apologize, to tell him she’d spoken in anger, that she hadn’t meant it, but Owen was gone.

      And the alley faded deeper into gloom.
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          MICKEY HAS A RUDE AWAKENING

        

      

    

    
      October 26, 1951

      The nightmare faded like a cloud of smoke. One moment it was real and visceral. The next it was hazy, indistinct. Nothing more than a residue clinging to the corners of Mickey’s psyche.

      Somewhere nearby, rain pattered through an open window. Her eyelids fluttered open and locked onto a pair of golden-green eyes.

      A Native man wearing full war regalia, his face streaked with black and white paint in patterns that resembled claw marks, stood over her. She jolted upright, and a variety pack of pain slammed into her like a herd of bison.

      A hiss escaped her lips as every bruise, every shallow stab wound, every hidden cut and strain surged forward, jostling for attention. She doubled over, one arm curling around her ribs.

      Clang.

      What?

      Her arm stopped short. Disoriented, she reached for her anima.

      That was a mistake.

      It felt like her soul had been flayed and rolled in salt. Her magic recoiled like it had been jabbed with a hot poker. Her stomach heaved. She barely managed to roll over the side of the cot before retching.

      Someone had left a bucket nearby. At least she didn’t make too big a mess.

      Groaning, she slumped back, chest heaving, waiting for the nausea to pass. And then she remembered the man.

      Stomach muscles spasming like they had a personal vendetta, she opened her eyes again.

      The man was gone.

      She blinked, and her gaze drifted to the falling rain. She focused on the sound, taking slow, even breaths, clinging to it like an anchor. Cool air filled her lungs. She’d always loved rainy days. The kind meant for curling up under a blanket with a good book.

      The nausea eased.

      She shifted, lifting a hand to rub her face.

      Clink.

      …Right.

      Her gaze fell to the weight tugging at her wrist. A suppression cuff. A short length of chain secured it to one of the horizontal bars of the cell door.

      She blinked again. Even the dim, muted light trickling through the high window felt like it was searing her retinas, but as her vision adjusted, the glyphs etched into the metal came into focus. These weren’t standard issue. Basic suppression cuffs worked by severing the user’s ability to sense their anima, dulling the connection until no spark could take hold. Effective, but not foolproof, especially for those with high-level control.

      These were different. They let the user sense their anima, even connect to it, like she had. But before they could summon that power, a barrier snapped into place. A final wall between intent and execution. Total containment.

      Sighing, she let her gaze wander across her surroundings.

      A cot with its head against the barred wall beside the door. Gray, unpainted cinderblock walls. A cramped, dim space.

      A holding cell.

      She knew she should find that interesting. Something to investigate. Something to be upset about. But she couldn’t summon the energy to care.

      Instead, she shut her eyes again, hoping the darkness might dull the pounding in her skull.

      It didn’t.

      And the dream—no, the memory—rose to the surface.

      One she’d spent seven years trying to bury.

      Owen.

      She saw his eyes. The pain she’d caused him. Why hadn’t she listened?

      It doesn’t matter.

      You didn’t.

      And here you are.

      Still alive.

      Somewhere in the rain, she heard the warbling cry of a coyote. Her thoughts shifted to another pair of eyes.

      Coyote’s.

      They’d been so intent. So focused. A single look that somehow conveyed so much.

      She’d felt his interest—the weight of his attention. His satisfaction at her progress. And the sting of his disappointment.

      The warbling cry continued for a few more cackles, sounding more like mocking laughter now, before fading into the rain. The thought of being mocked—even by a deity-level being—hit like a slap. She opened her eyes, swallowing back the dizziness. And the shame.

      “Yeah, yeah,” she croaked. “I hear you, you mangy no-good…”

      She trailed off. She didn’t have the heart to finish.

      Her throat felt caked with sawdust, her voice barely more than a rasp. Every muscle screamed, but she forced herself upright. Outside the window, something scraped faintly against stone.

      “Boss?” a familiar voice whispered. “You awake?”

      Mickey exhaled. “Yeah, I’m up. You okay?”

      “Oh, I’m fine,” Bullet said. “Just, you know, out here…in the rain…alone.”

      “Sorry, buddy. If it helps, it’s not so great in here either.”

      Bullet made a confused noise. “Uh, does you bein’ there create heat or produce dry blankets?”

      “No.”

      “Then I’m not sure how that’s much help, boss.”

      Mickey wheezed out a laugh, wincing as the motion sent pain lancing through her ribs.

      “Damn, Bullet. Good thing you’re here. Without you, I might lose perspective.” She smiled. “How long was I out?”

      “A few hours. What do you remember?”

      She squinted, forcing her brain to spool back up. “Dancing girls, backstabbing vampires, and a pretty decent explosion.”

      She lifted a hand to her temple.

      Clink.

      Damn it.

      The cuff slid along the horizontal bar, but the foot and a half of chain stopped her hand well short of her face.

      She rubbed her temple with her free hand instead.

      “And I think I remember being put in a car with Mononobe, but it’s pretty foggy.”

      “Oh, good,” Bullet said. “I didn’t miss much.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      She yawned, waving off a housefly buzzing too close to her face. The insect dodged, moving with the erratic, chaotic flight path only its kind could manage.

      “Great,” she muttered. “Now I’m attracting flies.”

      She needed a shower. And a toothbrush. Maybe a belt sander. She glared at the little pest. Then froze.

      “Wait! What do you mean?”

      “Huh?”

      She sat up straighter. “Bullet, did you follow them?”

      “Who?”

      Mickey inhaled slowly, forcing herself to stay calm, though hope had risen in her chest like a bubble. “The vampires. There were fewer bikes outside the bar than when we got there. That means some of them left before we got out of that office. Tell me you followed them.”

      Bullet let out a guilty whine. “Aw, dang it! I didn’t think to do that!”

      The bubble popped.

      “Oh.” She sagged back against the cot.

      “Sorry, boss,” he added. “I just followed that Butcher guy. He was easier to tail since he was on foot and, y’know, covered in blood and all. If it helps, someone picked him up on a motorcycle later.”

      She perked up.

      “Bullet, you’re a gods-damned genius.”

      “I am? Gee, thanks, boss!”

      “Did you see where they went?”

      “Well, sure. They drove a long way, ended up in a city across the bay. Big building with those things that look like giant cigarettes and a bunch of trucks.”

      “A factory?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      Mickey grinned.

      “Bullet, I swear to the Nine and all the gods, when I get out of here, I’m buying you the biggest damn burger I can find.”

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Hot damn!”

      Satisfaction spread through Mickey like a salve, warming her from the inside out.

      “Do you know where Mononobe went?”

      “Oh, uh, not sure. They came and got him about an hour ago.”

      She nodded. “Right. They’ll want the full story before they let us go.”

      “Whatever you say, boss. Though now that we’re talkin’ about Mr. Scary, can I ask you somethin’?”

      She ran a hand through her hair, or tried to. Her whole head had turned into a tangled mess. Eventually, she gave up. “Shoot.”

      “Why would a scary evil monster keep doin’ what he’s doin’?”

      She frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, if I were a scary evil monster, I sure as hells wouldn’t have stuck around when things flipped on their head. But he did. And when stuff got real bad, he helped you as much as he helped himself. Why?”

      Mickey had wondered the same thing.

      She shook her head. “He probably figured his chances were better with me than without.”

      “Okay, sure,” Bullet said. “So why bother patching you up after the fact?”

      She glanced down. Someone had cut away just enough of her blouse to reveal fresh, clean bandages.

      “Mononobe did this?”

      “Yep. Even asked for the bucket.”

      It took her a moment to process that. She shrugged, though her voice didn’t carry as much certainty as before.

      “He’s probably still trying to earn my trust. He didn’t like me changing the plan back at the bar, so now he’s hoping to smooth things over. Make it easier to get his way next time.”

      She shuddered, remembering how he’d wielded that energy cord. She’d seen plenty of terrifying things in her line of work, but the way the shadows had thickened around him, hiding something worse…something bestial…

      That was new.

      And new scared the hell out of her.

      “You should’ve seen him when he put the mental whammy on the vamps. And when we were fighting Butcher, he…” She trailed off, searching for the right words. “It was like his mask slipped, and I Glimpsed what was underneath.”

      “Ah, well, that must be it then,” Bullet said. “I mean, I know he’s bad news. The guy smells wrong, but if I was only judging by his actions? I’d say he was one of the good guys.”

      Mickey’s jaw tightened.

      “Trust me, Bullet,” she said, voice firm. “He isn’t one of the good guys.”

      She flexed her fingers, testing the bandages. They had been expertly wrapped.

      “Though,” she muttered, “if he’s willing to play good guy, I’m not gonna stop him. I wonder…”

      A loud buzz and the heavy click of the security door unlocking cut her off. She twitched, then looked up as Mononobe stepped into the cell block, flanked by Lieutenant Grady and Officer Dog-Boy.

      Mononobe looked…absolutely fine.

      His dark hair was in place, his face clean, not a single visible wound from their fight. As they had before the fight, his shadows looked…normal.

      In fact, aside from the rumpled suit and faint circles under his eyes, he looked like was ready for a day at the office.

      The jerk.

      Even the damn housefly seemed to notice, buzzing toward him, hovering, then veering off to investigate whatever was still stuck in Mickey’s hair.

      “You have to tell me your skin care regimen,” she muttered, swiping at, and missing, the little bastard.

      She pushed herself to her feet, sliding the cuff along the horizontal bar until it hit the crossbeam. The cot crowded her, the chain only just long enough that she didn’t have to leave a leg on the damn thing, and her cuffed arm had to hang awkwardly to her right.

      She sighed.

      Mononobe’s lips quirked in one of his micro-smiles. “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      She leaned heavily against the bars, holding herself up with her free hand. “You should see the other guy.”

      His periwinkle eyes twinkled before his expression turned serious. “Good. Miss McFinn, I’m here⁠—”

      “No, wait,” she cut in. “If I don’t say it now, I might not later.”

      She took a breath.

      “I’m not so arrogant I can’t admit when I screw up. I miscalculated. I didn’t think they’d try anything with that many witnesses, and I was wrong. I’m sorry.”

      Mononobe hesitated and something shifted in his gaze, like he was weighing a decision. But then it passed and he shook his head. “You don’t owe me anything, Miss McFinn.”

      Mickey grinned. “You know, we weren’t half bad in that fight. Got off to a rocky start, sure, but by the end, we were really cooking.” She tilted her head. “And what did I tell you about the Miss McFinn stuff?”

      Then she stopped.

      His posture was too stiff. His jaw too tight. Butterflies that had nothing to do with whiplash stirred in her gut. She glanced past him to the two cops.

      Dog-Boy sneered. Grady was watching her, but avoiding eye contact.

      The butterflies looped into a dive.

      “You’re not here to get me out, are you?”

      To his credit, Mononobe didn’t look away. “It’s time we end our partnership, Miss McFinn.”

      Mickey’s grip tightened on the bar as she rocked back, stunned.

      But as usual, her mouth moved faster than her brain. “Oh, that’s rich!” she barked, sharp, bitter laughter bubbling up. “You don’t trust me?”

      Mononobe’s expression hardened. “No,” he said. “I don’t.”

      She laughed harder. “So much for a heartfelt apology.”

      Mononobe gestured toward Grady. “The officers here are offering you terms. I think it’s best that you agree to them.”

      Searing hot anger burned the butterflies to ash.

      “Terms?” she snapped. “You worked out a deal behind my back?”

      Mononobe sighed, but his gaze never wavered. “Sometimes you have to see things through, Miss McFinn. You are brash, foolhardy, and extremely dangerous. But worst of all, you’re a hindrance to this investigation—and that’s something I cannot tolerate.”

      Mickey scoffed. “Hindrance? I’m the one who got a confession out of Butcher! We know they took those girls because of me!”

      He didn’t flinch. “A fact we were fairly sure of before you pulled your stunt,” he replied, tone infuriatingly calm. “And what does that give us? Even if they were alive before last night, a fact we have no actual evidence to confirm, do you believe the man we fought is going to leave them that way now that he knows we’re onto him? You knew the consequences. And you made your choice.”

      He took a slow breath, steadying himself. “If you meant what you said, if you really regret what you’ve done, then prove it by listening to what Lieutenant Grady has to say.”

      With a nod to Grady, he turned and walked out.

      Mickey stood frozen, the weight of his judgment pressing like a hand to her chest as rage, shame, and disbelief fizzed in her heart like a mad witch’s brew. The sound of his footsteps faded down the hall, each one scraping at the edge of her pride. She wanted to call him back, to throw something, hit something, say something, but the words tangled in her throat, trapped somewhere between fury and guilt.

      He didn’t even look back.

      The heat surged again, melting away what little restraint she had left.

      “You damned monster!” she yelled after him.

      She took a step forward, but the cuff snapped to the end of its chain with a hard clank, stopping her short. She growled and pulled against it, to, of course, no effect.

      She glared down the hall after him.

      But he was already gone.

      Great, Mick. You can add “petulant” to the list of things he thinks you are, too.

      Grady gestured to Dog-Boy. The fat man chuckled as he stepped forward, unhooking the cuffs and wrenching her wrists behind her back.

      “Not so smart now, are you, missy?” he sneered.

      They frog-marched her through the station and into an interrogation room. She dropped into the chair hard, every inch of her aching as Dog-Boy secured her cuffs to the table before sauntering out, leaving her alone with her thoughts and a single paper cup of water.

      The sight made her body remember what it was missing. She lunged, grabbed it, and drained it in one go. It was lukewarm. Stale.

      Heaven.

      Her raw throat soaked it up greedily. Then, much too soon, it was gone.

      She scanned the room for more, but it was empty except for a metal table and a few rickety chairs.

      And the same stupid fly from her cell.

      Her eyes tracked the little pest as it zigzagged through the air and landed on the two-way mirror.

      She froze.

      The woman staring back didn’t look like her. Wild hair. Shredded clothes. Skin a patchwork of cuts, bruises, and dried blood.

      But it wasn’t the mess that chilled her. It was the look in her eyes.

      They were hard. Cold. Feral. The kind of intensity she’d seen before—in killers. In predators.

      Her stomach twisted.

      Is that really me?

      It was a far cry from the young FBI agent tapped by the OSS ten years ago.

      She had no idea how long she sat there, staring at her own horrifying reflection, before the door buzzed and a harried-looking Lieutenant Grady strode in, a folder tucked under one arm. The fly, disturbed by his entrance, took off again to resume its lazy orbit around her head.

      “Hiya, Lieutenant Bill,” she muttered, tearing her gaze from the mirror. “How you been? Keeping busy, I hope.”

      Grady dropped into the chair across from her, flipped open the folder, and slid a document across the table.

      “You need to sign this. Now.”

      “Oh, well. Since you put it like that…” she deadpanned.

      Grady’s scowl deepened. “Do you have any idea what kind of trouble you’re in?”

      Mickey raised an eyebrow and gestured to the cuffs chaining her wrists to the table. “Hard to say.”

      Grady slid the document closer. “I’ve signed an agreement stating this office will pay out your contract’s full reward and ensure no immediate revocation of your bounty hunting license for last night’s incident. Sign this, and you’re free to go.”

      He offered her a pen.

      Mickey didn’t take it. Instead, she scanned the document.

      “Under the condition I withdraw from any further activities pertaining to the contract? With any violation resulting in immediate revocation of my license along with my prompt arrest?”

      She held Grady’s gaze for a full three seconds.

      Then burst into laughter.

      Grady’s scowl deepened into a full glower. “This isn’t a laughing matter.”

      “Oh, that’s where you’re wrong.” Her laughter cut off as fast as it started. “You’re out of your mind if you think you can revoke my license.”

      His jaw tightened.

      “There are seven fresh bodies in the morgue that beg to differ, Miss McFinn. Not to mention tens of thousands in collateral damage caused by your magic.”

      He checked his watch. “Damn it, we don’t have time for this. Unless you can prove you didn’t kill those men, you need to sign. Now.”

      But Mickey wasn’t in a cooperative mood. “There’s not a judge alive who wouldn’t see my actions as self-defense.” She tilted her head. “Whose idea was this, anyway? Mononobe’s?”

      Grady made an impatient noise. “Mononobe isn’t important right now. What matters is…”

      The door buzzed. A sharp click followed as the lock disengaged. Grady moved fast, pressing something small and smooth into her palm before stepping back.

      Her fingers closed around it automatically. A pen. She’d just registered it when the newcomer walked in.

      “Hello, Lieutenant,” the man said. His voice carried a faint accent, German perhaps. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

      Grady stiffened. “N-not at all.”

      His glance flicked toward Mickey before he gestured to an open chair.

      “Just keeping the lady company while we waited for your arrival.”

      Mickey eyed Grady. Something about his discomfort set off alarms, but she forced a lazy smirk.

      “Who’s your friend, Bill?” she asked. “He’s cute.”

      The man was close to Grady’s height, but broader, more muscular, and ridiculously handsome. His tailored suit hugged a frame built for magazine covers, not dingy interrogation rooms.

      Grady cleared his throat. “Miss McFinn, this is Alexander Schultz. He works with the governor’s office.”

      Her gaze snapped back to the man, and his crystalline blue eyes locked onto hers.

      Schultz.

      Butcher had mentioned that name before he transformed.

      He’d sounded terrified.

      Movement caught her eye.

      The same damned housefly had landed on the table beside Schultz. Then it jerked once. Twitched. And went still.

      Schultz brushed it aside, and his handsome face split into a perfect smile.

      “Miss McFinn,” he said, extending his hand. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance. As the lieutenant noted, I serve as an advisor to Governor Warren’s administration.”

      Mickey shot him a wide, toothy grin of her own but didn’t accept the handshake. Something about the man—something in his eyes—was cold and calculating. Sharklike. It set her instincts off and made her very sure she didn’t want to touch him.

      “Hiya, Al,” she drawled. “Look, you seem like a busy guy, so let me save you some time. Whatever it is you want…I’m not interested.”

      Schultz withdrew his hand with a chuckle. “That may make the matter I’ve come to discuss somewhat delicate, yes?” He pulled out a silver cigarette case and flicked it open, offering her one.

      Smothering a pang of longing, Mickey shook her head. “No thanks,” she said, smile tight. “Those things’ll kill ya.”

      “Well,” Schultz said, slipping the case back into his jacket, “we wouldn’t want that, would we?”

      Mickey smirked. “Right. So why is the governor’s office sending a policy advisor to handle county business?”

      His smile turned smooth, indulgent. “Very good. Despite everything you’ve been through, that sharp mind of yours is still intact. Though I suppose I should expect nothing less from one of the country’s top bounty hunters, not to mention the only woman in history to make full special agent under J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI.”

      He paused, tilting his head. “According to your file, you simply, poof! vanished during the war. I am curious. Wherever did you go?”

      Mickey shrugged. “Sightseeing.”

      Schultz chuckled. “You must forgive me, Miss McFinn. I too have a curious nature, and it is not often one meets a woman such as yourself. After reading your file, I feel as though I am meeting a celebrity. It is regrettable you chose to leave federal service.”

      Mickey rolled her eyes. “Okay, Al. Can we get to the point? I’m guessing you didn’t come all the way down here to chat about ancient history.”

      His pleased smile widened. “Yes and no, Miss McFinn. Yes and no.” He steepled his fingers, leaning forward. “Ordinarily, who you are and what you’ve done would mean very little to me. But your recent conduct has interfered with the affairs of people whose regard I value most highly.”

      His crystalline gaze bored into her. “Tell me, is it true you murdered seven men in cold blood last night?”

      Mickey scoffed. “Come on, Al. You’ve clearly done your homework. You know damn well that was self-defense.”

      Schultz tilted his head. “Did you not willingly antagonize a group of citizens?”

      Mickey cocked her head. “Last I checked, antagonizing people isn’t illegal. What are you gonna do, charge me with hurting a bunch of murderous vampires’ feelings?”

      She leaned in slightly. “Just because I spoiled their plans and they wound up dead before I did doesn’t change the fact that we were attacked while investigating a legitimate lead. That puts me well within my rights as a licensed bounty hunter.”

      Schultz adjusted his glasses. “Naturally,” he said. “But tell me, were you aware the seven men you eliminated last night were part of an ongoing federal investigation?”

      Mickey’s stomach dropped. “What?”

      “Ah.” Schultz’s smile widened as he winked at Grady. “It would appear she did not.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Those guys were snitches?”

      Schultz sighed. “I’m afraid it’s even more complicated than that, Miss McFinn.”

      He reached into his briefcase, withdrew a thick folder stamped CONFIDENTIAL in bold red, and handed it to her.

      Mickey flipped it open. The first page showed Hank Butcher, flanked by Frank Splotch-Face and a ragtag row of men in motorcycle leathers, standing on a stage.

      They appeared to be accepting an award.

      Schultz continued. “The members of the Demon Lord Motorcycle Club you killed were deputies of the federal government, Miss McFinn. Men who, because of their valiant service, were granted clemency for past crimes and immunity from future prosecution. I’m sure you remember the pyromancer cult that started those forest fires last summer? These men were instrumental in their takedown. They weren’t only upstanding citizens, they were heroes to the state of California.”

      Mickey’s stomach flipped as she skimmed the contents.

      Schultz went on. “As you no doubt know, the bounty hunter program is under intense political scrutiny. Public trust is eroding, understandably so. People grow wary of heavily armed, magically augmented operatives working under the banner of law enforcement. Washington must fight tooth and nail to keep the program alive. And because of that, there’s no room for hunters who disrupt the established order.”

      Mickey stared at the folder, at the grinning faces of the men she’d killed, and felt her pulse spike. She looked up to find Schultz’s icy blue eyes boring into hers.

      He chuckled softly. “I imagine that goes doubly for one of only seven A-Class hunters.” He reached into his briefcase again and produced a crisp packet of papers, then slid it across the table. “As to the reason for my visit”—his tone sharpened—“as of this moment, your contract, along with all authority granted to you by the United States government and the State of California, has been revoked.”

      The room tilted. Her throat tightened. And his next words hung in the air, heavier than a gunshot.

      “In terms you will understand, Miss McFinn. You’re fired.”
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      Mickey sat in the interrogation room chair, beaten, whiplashed, and completely dumbfounded as the incredibly handsome Alexander Schultz smiled his perfect smile at her, as if he’d just told her she’d won a Cloud Nine sweepstakes.

      “I will state it in terms you will understand,” he repeated, his lightly accented voice taking on a uniform staccato—like troops marching on a parade ground, heels snapping into a Nazi salute. “Miss McFinn, as of this moment, you’ve been fired. The governor’s office is offering its full support in the matter.”

      “You can’t do that!” she blurted. “The only way to terminate a hunter’s contract before a bounty is recorded is if⁠—”

      “The bounty hunter is under investigation for a crime of their own,” Schultz finished, smiling like a teacher proud of his star pupil. “Yes. Very good, Miss McFinn.”

      He pulled out another document. “The district attorney has opened a formal investigation into your involvement in the murder of seven federal employees and the willful obstruction of a federal operation.”

      He set it atop the growing stack in front of her. “This outlines the terms of your termination and the stipulations of the upcoming investigation. You’ll find it all quite standard.”

      Mickey swallowed, stunned. “There’s…there’s no way you can make this stick,” she said, taking the paper with numb fingers. “Those ‘heroes’ tried to kill me, and Mononobe. He’s an active FBI consultant.”

      Schultz nodded, as if he’d been waiting for that. “Ah yes. Mr. Mononobe. I’ve reviewed his file as well. In light of the ongoing investigation into the death of a local agent, his standing with the bureau is, shall we say, fragile. I wouldn’t place much weight on his testimony.”

      He smiled again. “But fear not. The FBI has been informed. They’ll be taking appropriate disciplinary action.”

      Mickey paused. Mononobe is under investigation for killing a cop?

      “You’ll be allowed to make bail, if you can afford it,” Schultz said, cheerful as ever. “You are being sued, after all. But until the investigation concludes, you’ll be required to submit to magical tracking.”

      His eyes gleamed. “We wouldn’t want you running off and doing something rash, now would we?” He tapped the document. “Just sign here to confirm you’ve been informed, and we’ll see to it the process is taken care of.”

      Mickey stared down at the paper.

      It felt like a hurricane had made landfall inside her skull.

      Thoughts and emotions spun in a dizzying maelstrom: confusion, anger, disbelief.

      “This isn’t how this is supposed to go,” she whispered. “Yes, I stirred things up. Yes, I killed those vampires. But it was self-defense.

      “I was doing my job,” she continued, her voice rising as she picked up steam. “And I’m right. Butcher confessed in front of me and another witness to taking those women. That, plus the tire samples linking the DLMC to the abductions, should be enough to trigger a full-scale response!”

      Schultz shook his far-too-handsome head. “You are not listening, Miss McFinn.”

      “Law enforcement should be raiding those sons of bitches’ hideouts, not coming after me!” Mickey nearly screamed.

      Schultz’s smile shifted about as much as a mountainside hit by a light drizzle. And Mickey knew she was wasting her breath.

      “I’m dreadfully sorry, Miss McFinn,” Schultz said easily. “But none of that matters. If this ever reached a trial, it would be your word against theirs. And all a judge would see was your record.”

      He took his time extracting a rather large folder. Instead of opening it, he read from a small note tucked inside.

      “A history of blatant disregard for duly appointed officials. Multiple instances of collateral damage. And now…”

      He set the note on the table with the finality of hammering the last nail into a coffin.

      “A killer of federal employees.”

      Mickey’s throat tightened around whatever response her mind tried to form. What was there to say?

      He was right.

      She was all those things—and worse.

      He had her.

      Schultz snapped his fingers, dragging her back to the present. “Oh,” he said, as if recalling something trivial. “I nearly forgot. While reviewing your file, I was surprised to find we share a mutual business acquaintance.” He adjusted his glasses. For a moment, the lenses caught the light, flashing with something like mirth.

      “I believe you’re familiar with Madame D’Antona?”

      Mickey’s blood turned to ice.

      “She expressed great interest upon learning I had crossed paths with the renowned Michelle McFinn. And she was especially pleased to know you’d come to the West Coast.” His smile sharpened. “No doubt you’ll have much to discuss once her associates catch up with you.”

      Mickey clenched her jaw until it ached.

      You thought you were so clever. Thought you had everything under control. All you did was trip over your own ego and drag the whole damn case down with you. Now six innocent women will pay for your arrogance.

      The thought echoed through her mind.

      Mononobe was right. If by some miracle the missing women were still alive before last night…

      You’ve sealed their fate.

      The realization landed like a hammer to the ribs. She wanted to scream. To break something, just to hear it shatter. To match the sound inside her.

      Her breath hitched.

      And then⁠—

      Grady cleared his throat.

      She looked up. His eyes locked onto hers, then flicked to the folder in front of her. Back to her face.

      She blinked.

      Was he trying to tell her something?

      Then came a small, barely perceptible nod. To the pen in her hand. The one he’d given her earlier.

      Along with…

      Mickey’s jaw tightened again, but this time, it was to hide her grin.

      Schultz, noticing the shift, turned toward Grady. “Something amiss, Lieutenant?”

      Mickey didn’t hesitate. With a flick of her wrist, she signed. Schultz turned as she slid the document across the table.

      “Ah, good,” he said, reaching for it. “Thank you, Miss McFinn. You…” The smile drained from his face as he lifted Grady’s document. “What’s this?”

      Mickey leaned back, her voice steadier now, confidence creeping back in. “You drive a hard bargain, Al. But I’ve accepted a different offer. While it’s vexing to relinquish my contract, I think this settlement’s better for everyone involved.”

      A shadow flickered behind Schultz’s crystalline eyes as he scanned the page. Grady’s contract didn’t exonerate her, but it preserved her license.

      And authorized her immediate release.

      “You see, Mr. Schultz,” she drawled, mimicking his polished cadence, “while I’ve enjoyed the hospitality of the San Mateo Sheriff’s Department, I believe my time would be more productively spent elsewhere.”

      Schultz shot to his feet so fast his chair toppled backward. His perfect cheekbones flushed with rage. “It would appear,” he said through gritted teeth, “that this office’s reputation for incompetence is well earned.”

      Grady had gone pale but met his anger head-on. “I don’t know what to say, sir,” he said, calm as stone. “I wasn’t aware of your plans.”

      Schultz glared at him. “It’s clear this office will require stricter oversight moving forward.”

      Grady swallowed and nodded. Schultz held his gaze a beat longer, then adjusted his glasses and turned to Mickey.

      “Our business is concluded for now,” he said. “But be warned, Miss McFinn. I’m taking a personal interest in this case.

      “If you so much as think about pursuing that contract again, it will be deemed a violation of the Anti-Vigilante Act of 1950, and I will personally see to your immediate arrest.”

      Mickey nodded, raising three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

      Schultz’s smile didn’t even try to reach his eyes as he turned on his heel and strode out.

      Mickey watched him go, then rotated her wrist and dropped a couple of fingers.

      Grady looked like he wanted to melt into the floor. With a heavy sigh, he picked up Schultz’s toppled chair and sank into it like a man who’d just tanked his entire career. He pulled a set of keys from his pocket.

      “You…” Mickey started, but he raised a hand.

      “Did everything I could,” he whispered. “Now let’s get you the hells out of here.”

      Without another word, he leaned over and unlocked the cuffs at her wrists.

      Mickey didn’t argue.

      Not even when Dog-Boy grumbled through the process of returning her belongings and getting her processed out.

      Apparently even her mouth had limits.

      Eventually, she signed the last document and, narrowly dodging the stupid laughing bat decoration, stepped out into the damp, miserable night, clutching a cheap sack courtesy of the San Mateo Sheriff’s Department.

      Outside, the rain had picked up. Her shredded clothes soaked through almost instantly.

      Okay, hotshot…what now?

      She didn’t know. The smart move would be to head straight to the Super Deluxe, grab her car, and drive as far north as she could. They’d paid out the contract’s measly reward, but it only scratched the surface of what she still owed the Lament.

      There were bigger purses in Seattle. She could go there and…

      And what? Let Butcher have the women? Let him do whatever the hells he wants?

      She sighed.

      So you can keep living? Is that what you deserve, you damned coward?

      Shivering, she trudged through the wind-swept rain, scanning the street for somewhere to call a cab.

      She’d made it a few miserable blocks when a patrol car pulled up beside her.

      “Now what?” she muttered, squinting through the window as it rolled down. “Couldn’t you have stopped me a few blocks earlier?”

      Deputy Pomponio’s grin was unapologetic. “He made me wait to make sure you weren’t followed,” he said, jerking a thumb toward the passenger seat. “Seemed like a good idea.”

      Mickey froze.

      Sitting in front of Maggie Pomponio, arms crossed, and looking much too smug, was Mononobe.

      “Keep your mouth open too long in this rain and you’re liable to drown,” he drawled.

      “You!” she sputtered, anger rising like a hot tide. “You set that whole show up!”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said, polite tone edged with mockery. “Is it frustrating when the person you agree to work with goes behind your back and changes everything without telling you?”

      His grin hardened. “It’s like I told you, Mickey. Sometimes you have to see things through.” He gestured to the seat beside him. “Now will you please get in the car? The rain is messing up my suit.”

      Mickey got in the car.
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        INTRO - WILCOX (0:15)

        [MUSIC CUE: Five-Minute News jingle]

        I’m Ted Wilcox, and this program is brought to you by the Cloud Nine Corporation, America’s number one thaumaturgical provider. Remember, folks: from ancient alchemical elixirs to the latest in magi-tech innovation, you’re doin’ fine with Cloud Nine!

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:25)

        [MUSIC CUE: Somber bed]

        Nearly a year has passed since United Nations forces marched into the North Korean capital of Pyongyang, and ten months since the grueling retreat to the 38th parallel. Now, hopes rise once more. Armistice talks are set to resume in the village of Panmunjom.

        The Allies plan to propose a ceasefire line based on current battle positions, and sources say they expect a counterproposal from the Reds within the next forty-eight hours.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:20)

        [MUSIC CUE: Heroic bed] [SFX CUE: Marching]

        Meanwhile, the fighting hasn’t stopped.

        Along the 38th parallel, today’s clashes were carried by the roar of engines overhead.

        [SFX CUE: Airplane flyby]

        For the third day running, the enemy sent up eighty fighters to disrupt Allied bombing runs, but our boys stayed sharp.

        Air Force officials report nine supply locomotives destroyed, nineteen more damaged, and one enemy aircraft downed—without a single loss on our side.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:30)

        In domestic news, the dockworkers’ strike has entered its twelfth day, bringing harbors from coast to coast to a near standstill.

        [SFX CUE: Arguing crowd walla]

        With American commerce hanging in the balance, federal negotiators have been called in, and stepping up to the plate is none other than Hugh Lichten, the visionary behind the communication dynamo CommTech.

        Lichten, who also owns PS United—one of the nation’s leading shipping companies—stated, “Capitalism is based on a free market. It’s what makes this country special. As shipping leaders, it’s our duty to ensure our workers are cared for—right alongside ourselves.”

        He pledged to personally oversee the negotiations and promised a fair deal for all parties involved.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:05)

        I’ll be right back after this word from the Cloud Nine Corporation.

      

      

      
        
        COMMERCIAL BREAK (0:55)

        WILCOX:

        Now here’s a customer with a question for our friendly Cloud Nine representative.

        WOMAN:

        I’m dying to hear more about that ad for the special Cloud Nine Eighty-Cent Sale! Have I missed it?

        CLOUD NINE SPOKESPERSON:

        No, ma’am, not by a long shot! The sale runs all through October. You’ll find the full scoop in next week’s editions of the Saturday Evening Post, Life, Look, Collier’s, and the Farm Journal!

        Four full pages featuring 199 guaranteed Cloud Nine products offered two for the price of one, plus just eighty cents!

        And that’s not all! We’ve got forty-nine additional luxury items marked down to prices you simply won’t believe.

        To help you shop, there’s a handy little square next to each product so you can check off what you need.

        WOMAN:

        Why, I could use the ad as a shopping list!

        CLOUD NINE SPOKESPERSON:

        That’s the idea! And if you want to order in advance, just visit your local department store. Your Cloud Nine representative will gladly set aside your order. Or try our new magi-tech kiosks—powered by Cloud Nine’s patented energy crystals.

        They take your order with no waiting in line. It’s as easy as counting to nine!

        WOMAN:

        Wonderful! And where did you say this ad appears?

        CLOUD NINE SPOKESPERSON:

        Next week’s Life, Look, Collier’s, the Saturday Evening Post, and the Farm Journal.

        Look for it. Check it. Save.

        And remember, you’re doin’ fine with Cloud Nine!

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:35)

        [MUSIC CUE: Big band celebration bed]

        Out west in San Francisco, a diplomatic milestone was reached today with the signing of the ANZUS Treaty, linking Australia, New Zealand, and the United States in a new Pacific alliance.

        Secretary of state Dean Acheson joined Percy C. Spender of Australia and C. A. Berendsen of New Zealand in what leaders are calling a bold step toward Pacific peace.

        But the main event is still to come.

        One week from today, global delegates will gather once more to sign the San Francisco Peace Treaty, formally ending the war with Japan.

        But not all is smooth sailing. The Truman administration is bracing for potential disruption, as Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko has announced his intention to attend.

        Insiders say the Soviets feel left out of the negotiations and may attempt to stall or block the treaty altogether.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:40)

        And for the first time ever, Americans won’t just read about the event—they’ll see it.

        Thanks to Hugh Lichten and his company CommTech, the treaty signing will be broadcast live in full scry-definition clarity.

        How’s that possible? Through a marvel of modern magic called PT: pneuma-tachyon wave calibration technology.

        Specially tuned crystals, installed in SPEC towers across the country, relay magical signals faster than the speed of light, beaming them straight into home televisions equipped with matching power crystals.

        Lichten calls it the “future of communication.”

        Early adopters agree. Families across the country are clamoring for CommTech crystal TVs, but with demand so high, retailers report backorders stretching months ahead.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:20)

        [MUSIC CUE: Somber bed]

        In a heartbreaking development, Dr. Walter Franklin, father of that very same PT wave technology, has again made headlines.

        His young son, Johnathan, has now been missing for fourteen days. Earlier today, while dining with his wife at Mario’s, a well-known San Francisco eatery, Dr. Franklin lashed out violently at reporters seeking an update on the case.

        One can’t help but wonder: What were they doing there? How could they eat out at a time like this?

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:25)

        [MUSIC CUE: “Take Me Out to the Ballgame”]

        In sports news—twelve days after the Yankees clinched their third consecutive World Series title over the New York Giants—slugger Eddie “Smash” Lusus has admitted to using a banned stimulant identified as an offshoot of the military-grade compound X-00-KNA.

        Sources within Army Intelligence report the alchemical substance is most commonly employed by both the North Korean KPA and Chinese PVA. Lawmen say the drug—known for its dangerous psychological side effects—has begun turning up in several of the city’s rougher districts, where authorities have rebranded it under a new street name: “Zeal.”

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:12)

        [MUSIC CUE: Big band celebration bed]

        And finally, ever wonder what it’d be like to turn a city into a haunted fogscape?

        Wonder no more. The Zephyr Party-Planning Company is conjuring something special this Halloween.

        Using custom-designed fog machines and a touch of theatrical flair, they’re set to transform the streets of San Francisco into a spooky spectacle of tricks, treats, and chills.

        Should be a real gas!

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:03)

        I’m Charlie Pulcher, and that’s the news.

      

      

      
        
        WILCOX (0:10)

        [MUSIC CUE: Five-Minute News jingle]

        Five-Minute News with Charlie Pulcher was brought to you by the Cloud Nine Corporation: “You’re doin’ fine when you choose Cloud Nine!”

        I’m Ted Wilcox, and this is KCNBC, the station that brings you Amos ’n’ Andy, Jack Benny, and now—gather ’round and laugh with the zany Ricardos. I Love Lucy is next!
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          WALTER TAKES A CALL

        

      

    

    
      October 26, 1951

      The stairs leading to Walter Franklin’s bedroom were quiet.

      It had become his custom to rise early and deliver breakfast before dressing for the day. Balancing the tray, he took his time. Years of tripping over Johnny’s toys had made caution second nature. But the toys were gone.

      The stairs were empty.

      Because Johnny was gone.

      He paused to catch his breath at the landing. The weeks since the abduction had been merciless. He’d lost weight. His lean frame had gone brittle from sleepless nights and a diet of whatever he could choke down.

      And of course, that relentless, omnipresent, devouring stress.

      Shadows carved deep hollows beneath his eyes, leaving him sickly. Craven. He tugged his knit sweater tighter under his robe. A feeble defense against the chill.

      At least downstairs was warm, filled with the constant motion of FBI agents, moving, working, inhabiting his space.

      Upstairs was quiet.

      Cold.

      Still.

      Like a tomb.

      As always, his gaze drifted to Johnny’s closed door. To the same spot on the doorframe. Police tape had stripped the paint. The tape was gone. The room cleaned. But every time he passed, he saw the mark.

      A reminder of his failure.

      A noise from downstairs yanked him back. He tore his eyes away and moved down the hall.

      With the tray balanced on his hip, he reached for the doorknob. He had to be quiet here. Holding his breath, he eased the door open and peered into the dark and spotted the still form beneath the covers.

      He exhaled. If things between him and Evelyn had been strained before, the past few weeks had shattered them. Now they existed in either miserable silence or some kind of argument. The last thing he needed was for her to wake up.

      Not today.

      Stepping around the pile of blankets that served as his sleeping space, Walter padded past the bed and set the tray on the small table near the window. He took a half-hearted bite of toast, chewing without tasting, eyes drawn to the narrow gap in the curtains.

      Heavy clouds dulled the world to grays and slate blues. The drizzle had turned to a full deluge, rain hammering the pack of so-called journalists gathered across the street.

      Take that, you damned jackals.

      Johnny’s ransom had shoved the Franklins into the spotlight. Their tragedy had become the country’s favorite serialized drama.

      At first, he’d welcomed the attention, even appreciated it. He answered questions. Convinced Evelyn to pose for a few photos. He’d assumed it would fade. That the world would move on. But the thrice-damned media was a beast with an insatiable hunger. It had sunk its fangs into their pain, tasted their tragedy, and refused to let go.

      Everywhere they went, someone waited to shout questions or snap a photograph. He couldn’t even step outside for the paper without a vulture demanding to know how he slept at night while his son was in the hands of murderous kidnappers.

      The final straw had been the dinner.

      He’d convinced Evelyn to get out of the house, away from the agents. Made reservations at Mario’s—their favorite spot. But someone spotted them. Word spread. And soon, a crowd had formed. It got so bad that Mario, his so-called friend, pulled him aside and asked them to leave.

      Humiliated, Walter dragged Evelyn out. In the rush, he stumbled into a photographer. Knocked the man down in front of everyone.

      The next day’s headline screamed, “TENSIONS BOIL OVER AS MR. FRANKLIN ATTACKS PHOTOGRAPHER.”

      Walter grimaced as the bite of toast turned to ash in his mouth.

      Mister?

      He had two PhDs, for Nine’s sake.

      Now there was always a contingent of the leeches in the park. Some even pitched tents overnight, hoping to snag the best angle on his suffering.

      Special Agent Crane had to call in the SFPD just to manage the crowd. Even the damned API board had advised him to stay home.

      Walter grimaced.

      Of course Lloyd Pembock—never one to give a damn what the board said—had insisted he oversee final preparations for the Great Broadcast of the Peace Treaty signing.

      And for once, Walter had refused. He hadn’t built every tower, but he’d overseen the prototype. The San Francisco SPEC Tower, despite the name, had been raised right there on the API campus.

      The others were Replicas. Every detail identical, from the manifest cages to the calibrated channeling crystals. Built to his specifications. He’d run the tests. Verified the calibrations.

      He knew the systems. He trusted the design. He was confident.

      And yet…

      Why in all the hells had Pembock put Malcolm in charge?

      Yes, Malcolm was brilliant. Hardworking. But he was a pleaser. He rushed under pressure. He missed things.

      The idea of him alone, overseeing the final preparations⁠—

      Walter clenched his jaw.

      Stop it, Walter. Today’s too important to lose focus.

      He blinked. Glanced around the room. A shift in the blankets made him flinch. Evelyn was stirring.

      Grimacing, he set down the toast and checked his watch.

      6:52 a.m.

      He couldn’t stay in this room another minute.

      Dressing quickly, pretending not to notice his wife’s quiet sobs, he left.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Downstairs bustled with activity. The usual FBI agents had been joined by new arrivals—magi-tech specialists brought in to handle the equipment for today’s operation.

      They laughed and bantered as they worked, installing the very machinery Johnny’s life depended on.

      Walter wanted to wring the laughter out of every single one of them. Instead, he focused on the man waiting at the bottom of the stairs.

      Special Agent Jordan Crane nodded, offering a cigarette. Walter accepted, following him out onto the covered back patio. They sank into the padded chairs, smoking in silence.

      The ritual steadied Walter’s nerves. His hands barely shook.

      “You remember what we talked about last night?” Crane asked.

      Walter scowled and crushed his cigarette into the ashtray. He hated the way Crane talked to him—like he was some slow-witted assistant instead of one of the greatest minds of his generation.

      “Believe it or not, I’m not an idiot, Agent Crane.”

      Crane took a quick, efficient drag. “Humor me, Dr. Franklin.”

      Walter rolled his eyes. “You confirmed the letter was from the original sender.”

      Since Johnny’s disappearance, they’d been flooded with mail—everything from heartfelt condolences to sponsorship offers to attention-seeking frauds. Most had been dismissed outright.

      Until three days ago.

      “This note,” Walter said, frustration sharpening his voice, “said they’d call. Gave a date, October twenty-sixth, eight thirty a.m.” He checked his watch. “One and a half hours from now. I’m to keep them on the line at least two minutes. Any less, and you won’t get an accurate trace. Did you think I’d forget that?”

      Crane shook his head. “Not at all, Dr. Franklin. It’s only been my experience that repetition sharpens focus. The more you review the plan, the more it becomes part of you. Less room for distraction.”

      Walter sighed, rubbing his face. “Of course. I’m sorry. You and your people have done everything you can, and here I am, snapping like a child.”

      Crane shrugged it off. “You’re doing a brave thing, Dr. Franklin. You’ve got about an hour before I’ll need you near the phone. Stay focused on the plan, and we’ll be one step closer to finding your son.”

      He stubbed out his cigarette and stepped back inside, leaving Walter alone with the rain.

      Walter sighed.

      Water fell faster than the earth could drink it, pooling across the patio. He watched, mesmerized, as ripples collided and broke apart—a growing pond quivering beneath the storm. It reminded him of fireworks.

      The last Fourth of July, he’d taken Johnny and Evelyn to a show. Johnny, so small, so gentle, had never liked fireworks. The shrieking whistles and booming explosions terrified him. He’d clung to Walter, sobbing, begging to leave.

      But it had been a work function, and rather than taking his son home, or even offering comfort, Walter had forced him to sit through the whole damned thing.

      Tears blurred his vision.

      Johnny had stopped calling for him at night after that.

      If only he’d known…

      Sometime later, a voice pulled him back.

      “It’s time, Dr. Franklin.”

      Walter opened his eyes. Crane stood in the doorway. He wiped his face, took a breath like it might be his last, and followed.

      Inside, the living room hummed with quiet intensity. Agents and technicians manned their stations, hunched over machines designed to record and trace the call.

      Walter stopped. Evelyn sat in the corner. Hands clenched in her lap. She looked so scared. A fragile figure in the eye of the storm.

      And it was all his fault.

      The weight of it nearly stole his breath, but he straightened and turned to Crane. “Agent Crane, can we get Evelyn a headset?”

      Crane glanced over at her and nodded. “See to it,” he told a nearby tech. “Now, if you’ll come over here, Dr. Franklin, we’ve set everything up by the receiver.”

      Walter waited as they moved. Watched as the tech approached his wife. She glanced at him. The fear was still there. The quiet rage, too.

      But, just for a moment, he thought he saw something else.

      Gratitude?

      He looked away before he could be sure, busying himself testing the phone line while Crane reviewed the procedure again. How to keep the caller talking. How to stretch the line past two minutes. Walter only half heard.

      The grandfather clock ticked louder than it should have.

      8:29 a.m.

      His stomach twisted into knots.

      Sitting in a room full of strangers, his wife beside him, he had never felt more afraid, more alone, in his entire life.

      Seconds crawled, stretching to impossible lengths, each one striking like a hammer against an anvil.

      And then…

      RIIIIING!

      The sharp trill jolted Walter like a live wire. He reached for the receiver, but Crane stopped him with a raised hand. Walter’s pulse thundered, his fingers tingled. The entire world felt like it was holding its breath.

      Agents turned dials. Flipped switches. The air thickened with the scent of ozone as glyphs glinted blue and pulsed to life.

      One by one, thumbs went up, and Crane gave a nod.

      Walter picked up the phone.

      “Hello?”

      There was no response—just the hiss of static.

      Walter looked to Crane. The agent motioned for him to try again.

      “Hello?” Walter repeated. “Is anyone there?”

      The line continued to crackle and pop.

      Then, he heard it, and his grip tightened instinctively.

      Breathing.

      “Whoever this is…” He swallowed. “I…Is this the person who took my son?”

      He was answered by more breathing.

      “Is he there? Is he all right? Can I speak to him?”

      The rasp of breath grew heavier, as if whoever was on the other end was savoring the moment.

      “Please!” Walter’s voice broke, tears filling his eyes. “I just want my son back!”

      The breathing paused.

      Then Walter heard shuffling.

      Followed by…

      “Daddy?”

      The voice was faint. Distant.

      But Walter knew it.

      His breath hitched and tears burned his eyes as relief, fear, hope—all of it—crashed into his chest.

      “Johnny?” he choked out. “Johnny! It’s Daddy! Can you hear me?”

      He strained, listening harder than he ever had in his life.

      But there was nothing.

      Just the breathing.

      Something deep and primal tore loose inside him.

      “Listen to me, you son of a bitch!” he screamed. “If you so much as harm a hair on my son’s head, I’ll hunt you down to the end of my days! I’ll find you, and I’ll kill every last motherfucking one of you!”

      The line offered only more breathing. A sharp gesture from Crane snapped him back. Walter sucked in a breath. He’d forgotten anyone else was in the room.

      Crane held up both hands. Ten seconds.

      Walter’s heart pounded in his chest and he could barely breathe, but he forced himself to focus. “Hello?” he said, gripping the phone so hard his knuckles popped. “Are you still there? Answer me, damn you!”

      A rasping chuckle slithered through the line.

      Then—

      CRASH!

      The front window exploded in a storm of glass. Wind howled through the room. Rain whipped across the floor, scattering papers, pushing curtains.

      Evelyn screamed.

      Men burst to their feet, weapons drawn. Someone knocked over a tracking device. Sparks flew. Glyphs flickered and died.

      And through the tumult, a voice—one that would haunt Walter for the rest of his life—spoke:

      “Three days.”

      Then the line died. Somewhere outside, agents shouted. Boots thundered toward Tent City.

      Walter turned. Crane was at the tracking station, speaking rapidly. The technician shook his head.

      “Sorry, sir. They cut off three seconds too soon.”

      Crane looked at Walter. The agent’s face—usually composed—held no detachment now.

      Only apology.

      Walter’s breath caught. Shuddered out.

      No.

      With a scream, he hurled the phone across the room. It shattered against the wall.

      His eyes found Evelyn. She sat frozen. Pale.

      He’d failed her.

      Again.

      He staggered forward, and his foot hit something. He looked down to see a red brick.

      There was an envelope taped to it.

      Blood roaring in his ears, he bent and pried it free with trembling fingers.

      Inside was a photograph, an amount of money, and an address he could barely comprehend written on the back.

      He flipped the photo over.

      And dropped to his knees.

      The image was poor quality—so grainy it was hard to make out too much detail.

      But it was clear enough.

      Johnny.

      His son was tied to a chair.

      Blindfolded.

      A revolver pressed to his temple.

      The world tilted. And in a house filled with people—a storm raging through his home—Walter Franklin only heard the quiet.

      And he wept.
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          MICKEY SCOOTS OVER

        

      

    

    
      October 26, 1951

      “So you⁠—”

      “Acted like I wanted to dissolve our partnership while making a deal with Lieutenant Grady to undercut Mr. Schultz before he had a chance to move?” Mononobe interrupted smoothly. “Yes.”

      Mickey frowned. “But that would mean⁠—”

      “That Grady tipped me off about Schultz’s plan and helped push the agreement through the legal system?”

      A micro-grin touched his lips. “Yes.”

      Mickey clenched her jaw. “But why—and I swear to the gods,” she snapped, jabbing a finger at him as he opened his stupid mouth, “if you interrupt me again, I will shoot you.”

      Mononobe’s eyes glittered with far too much amusement for Mickey’s taste, but he nodded and acquiesced.

      Maggie and Pomponio snorted in unison, then immediately looked like they regretted it when Mickey turned her glare on them.

      “Oh, don’t get me started on you two.”

      She locked eyes with Maggie, who visibly wilted.

      “Do you have any idea how dangerous things are for you right now? Make no mistake, girl—if given the chance, these men would kill you without blinking.”

      Pomponio’s grin soured.

      Maggie dropped her gaze.

      “I’m sorry, Mickey,” she murmured. “But I was going insane in that room. At least this way…I’ve got someone close.”

      Mickey’s heart clenched. The kid was trying to be brave, but she was terrified.

      Nice, Mick. Definitely not the pot calling the kettle black.

      She exhaled heavily. “All right,” she said. “It’s stupid, but I get it.”

      With the fire behind her anger cooling, she turned back to Mononobe. “So why the act in the first place?” she asked. “Seems awfully flashy if you were already working with the cops.”

      Before he could answer, the car slowed.

      Mickey frowned. They’d circled back and were still only a few blocks from the station. She glanced at Mononobe. His expression was infuriatingly unreadable.

      Pomponio pulled over, and a figure in police rain gear approached the window.

      Lieutenant Grady leaned in. “What is this?” he asked. “A damn clown car? Scoot over.” Grady wedged himself in, muttering as he settled, “It’s awful out there.”

      “It’s not exactly cozy in here either, Bill,” Pomponio muttered as Maggie slid to the middle.

      Mickey didn’t budge, forcing the young woman to scrunch between her and the soaking lieutenant.

      So what if she was a petty hypocrite. She was too dirty, too beat up, and too wrung out to give a damn.

      “I can blame them on naivete or poor judgment,” she said, nodding toward the cousins. “But you understand what kind of danger Maggie’s in, and you still let her go on a ride-along with Deputy Dewdrop? What’s the matter with you?”

      Grady didn’t flinch. “You’re right to be frustrated, Miss McFinn. But given the circumstances, it’s better she’s with us—always on the move, always under watch—than alone in some motel room.”

      “It’s Mickey,” Mickey said automatically.

      As much as she hated it…

      She couldn’t argue with his logic.

      So she exhaled noisily instead.

      “Fine,” she muttered, shifting to give everyone more room. “But if the next stop is to let Dog-Boy in, I’m not moving.”

      “Who?”

      “Calhoun, sir,” Pomponio offered.

      Grady’s jaw tensed. “Ah. No. John will not be joining us.”

      Mickey looked at Mononobe. “Is that who the act was for?”

      Mononobe, watching the exchange with idle interest, nodded once.

      “Knew that guy was a turd,” she muttered.

      Another small smile touched Mononobe’s lips as he shot her a much-too-shrewd glance. “Get it out of your system?”

      Mickey narrowed her eyes. The heat behind her anger had cooled—but not completely. There was still one thing left to settle. “Not quite,” she said. “I want to know what your deal is. You made such a big show about me being untrustworthy,” she snapped, “and meanwhile you’ve been hiding the fact you were under investigation for killing a cop?”

      The temperature in the car seemed to drop. Maggie and Pomponio exchanged wary glances, then turned to Mononobe.

      He exhaled slowly. “I was suspended,” he said, “pending an internal investigation into Inspector Alfred Dunn’s death, San Francisco PD, but I was cleared and reinstated.” He shrugged. “It had nothing to do with our current case, so I didn’t share it.”

      Mickey scoffed. “Nothing to do with the case?” She leaned forward. “Doesn’t matter if you were cleared. Your background alone is enough for a defense lawyer to shred your testimony. You’re useless as a witness.”

      Mononobe nodded, unfazed. “Which is why we need more than what we have. Exactly as I’ve said since the beginning.”

      Mickey crossed her arms, fighting the urge to snap back. She hated being kept in the dark. But what he said wasn’t untrue. He held her gaze, reading the discomfort behind it.

      “I understand you appreciate a straightforward approach,” he said evenly. “So I’ll be direct.”

      In spite of herself, her lips twitched into a faint smile. She nodded. Waiting.

      “The situation is this: I’m about to be recalled by the FBI, and the contract granting you legal authority to pursue this case has been terminated.

      “Once the deputy drops us off, we’re on our own.”

      He glanced out the window, eyes tracking the streaks of rain on the glass. “And that’s a problem,” he continued quietly, “because right now, you don’t trust me, and I’ve had little reason to trust you.”

      He let that hang. When Mickey didn’t, couldn’t, respond, he seemed to take her silence as confirmation.

      “That said…if you stay, things have to change. I meant what I said.

      “I won’t tolerate anything that jeopardizes this investigation.

      “Including my own actions.”

      He turned back to her. “I told you I was doing this to prevent a conflict that could hurt people in my town. That’s true.” He exhaled slowly. “But it’s not the only reason.”

      Mickey watched him closely. His expression had softened—still composed, but different. More open than usual.

      “You may have guessed it,” he said. “But I’ll confirm it. I have ties to Hallie Baptiste’s family.”

      She raised an eyebrow, skepticism tugging at her mouth.

      “The legal side,” he added dryly.

      Then his expression shifted again, becoming contemplative, like he was only realizing the weight of what he was saying. “The Baptistes are important to me. And I’ll do everything I can to find Hallie for them.” A faint grin touched his mouth. “Even if it means working with an arrogant, impulsive, and likely crazy bounty hunter.”

      The grin faded, and his periwinkle eyes met hers.

      “So I ask you, Mickey McFinn. What do you want to do?”

      Mickey hesitated, suspicion rising out of habit. What was his angle? Was this some kind of test—a setup to see if she’d use it against him?

      Mononobe wasn’t stupid. He had to recognize the risks of making himself vulnerable. But when she studied his face, all she saw was calm, steady resolve. And something else.

      Something that unsettled her even more.

      Bullet’s voice rose in her mind, as clear as if he were sitting beside her:

      Why would a scary evil monster keep doin’ what he’s doin’?

      She’d assumed he had some hidden agenda.

      But now…

      What am I missing with this guy?

      She wasn’t sure what was worse: that she couldn’t tell if he was lying, or that part of her believed him.

      And if someone like Mononobe could care enough to push back against his own nature…

      What did that say about her?

      That you’re not only a coward, whispered the thought. You’re selfish. And a liar to boot.

      Her eyes drifted to Maggie. The girl chewed at her lip, anxiety etched across her face as she watched them both.

      So damn young. So vulnerable. But still standing. Still trying.

      She let out a slow breath. She didn’t want to see Maggie suffer for doing the right thing. And she didn’t want to walk away, either.

      Not now. Not yet. And not just for Maggie.

      The missing women weren’t just names anymore. They were lives hanging by a thread. The contract was gone, and while Grady had helped, he wasn’t going any further.

      No one else was coming. If there was any chance left, it rested with Mononobe.

      And her.

      Something stirred in her chest. Something warm. Steady. Achingly familiar.

      You don’t deserve this feeling, she told herself. But hey, maybe this time…

      She looked up. Met his gaze.

      “All right, Mr. Machiavelli,” she said. “You got me. I’m in.”

      Maggie let out a soft whoop of relief, and even the two cops relaxed. Mononobe broke into a rare, full smile and inclined his head.

      “You didn’t strike me as the type to let a little thing like the law get in the way of finishing a job, Miss McFinn.”

      Mickey grinned back, despite herself. “Don’t act like you know me, Mr. Mononobe.”

      “I would never presume, Miss McFinn.”

      She chuckled, then leaned forward. “In the interest of getting back on the right foot—I think this case is being meddled with by higher-ups.”

      Mononobe nodded. “Yes, Schultz works for the governor’s off⁠—”

      “No,” Mickey cut in. “I think there are even higher-ups involved. Much higher.”

      Mononobe paused. “What do you mean?”

      She told him about Coyote. About his strange sighting outside the convenience store, and the vision after being shot.

      “And this morning when I woke up, he was there. Like he wanted me to know I was on the right track.”

      Mononobe sighed. “Hydra,” he muttered, shaking his head.

      Mickey nodded. “I know it sounds loony, but I think he’s trying to help.”

      Pomponio scoffed. “Help? How is showing up a couple times and giving you strange dreams helping?”

      Mickey started to respond, but Maggie beat her to it.

      “It’s not that simple,” she said. “The gods operate under a completely different set of rules than we do.” She shook her head. “But they do have rules. Short of the occasional miracle, their help can only be so direct. Coyote’s probably doing all he can.”

      Mickey blinked. Where the hells did that come from?

      As if sensing the question, Maggie smiled and rubbed the back of her head. “My father was a medicine man for our branch of the tribe.”

      Mononobe made a thoughtful sound. “And not only him,” he said. “The witness Greta claimed a man who looked and acted like Baron Samedi led her to Hallie’s abduction site.”

      Mickey nodded. That would explain what kind of being could’ve pulled off what Greta’s friend had done.

      “It’s certainly interesting,” Mononobe continued. “But for now, it means little, other than it matters to them.”

      “Agreed,” Mickey said. “Stick to what we know. The Demon Lords were ordered to kidnap six women.”

      Grady straightened. “Ordered?” he cut in. “By who?”

      Mickey glanced at Mononobe, then shrugged. “Someone or something called Ellemee. They were in the middle of a turf war before Schultz stepped in to broker a truce.”

      Grady’s expression shifted.

      “Elle…Oh. Not Ellemee. LME.”

      Pomponio sucked in a sharp breath. Mickey stared at the older cop.

      “LME is an acronym,” Grady said. “Las Mentes Elevadas. Mexican gang, based out of Oakland.”

      Mickey frowned. “And they’re a heavy hitter in the Bliss trade?”

      Grady nodded. “From what we’ve seen—the heaviest. They’ve been gaining ground for years. Word is, they’ve got cells all over the Bay Area.”

      Mickey’s frown tightened. “Sounds like the Demon Lords are a recent acquisition.”

      Mononobe nodded. “And after last night’s antics, they’ll be on high alert.”

      Mickey winced, but he lifted a hand.

      “All of this, of course, is moot if we can’t even find them,” he went on. “It might take time, but if we head back to the saloon, get a sample of Butcher’s blood…”

      “No need,” Mickey interrupted. “I know where he went.”

      Mononobe regarded her for a beat. Then a wry smile tugged at his mouth. “Of course you do. Where?”

      She returned it, equally sharp. “He’s holed up in some factory in the East Bay.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “As sure as I can be without seeing it myself.” She let enough of the act drop to make it clear she was telling the truth.

      Grady cleared his throat. “Excuse me. How exactly did you learn this while blacked out in a holding cell?”

      Mickey winked. “Sorry, Lieutenant Bill. A girl’s gotta have a few secrets.”

      She turned to Mononobe. “But if you ask nicely, I may show you.”

      Grady rolled his eyes. “If it’s a factory in LME territory, I’d guess Fruitvale.”

      Mickey shot him a look, but he didn’t acknowledge it. Mononobe’s mouth twitched as he turned toward the lieutenant.

      “All right. We’ve got a probable location. But that still leaves what they’re doing.” He looked back at Mickey. “Butcher said something else about LME before he transformed.”

      His expression darkened.

      “They’re also making Zeal.”

      Pomponio inhaled sharply. “The damned LME’s making Zeal now?”

      Maggie raised her hand. “Sorry, but what’s Zeal?”

      “It’s a combo drug,” Mickey said, her tone shifting. “Uppers, magic enhancement, and pain dampeners rolled into one. Does all sorts of nasty things to the user.”

      “It’s a knockoff of whatever the gooks are using in Korea,” Pomponio muttered, then winced and glanced at Mononobe. “Uh, no offense.”

      “It’s got some fancy science name the press was using for it,” Grady added. “X-somethin’-somethin’, or other. But most users and law enforcement have started calling it Zeal.”

      Mickey frowned. “I’ve never heard of Zeal turning people into monsters.” She glanced at Mononobe. “You?”

      He shook his head, then shrugged. “Perhaps they found a way to alter the formula.”

      Mickey leaned back in her seat, masking a shiver. The thought of something like that loose on the streets was too unsettling to process, so she forced her mind forward. “But when his special super-vampire juice didn’t do the trick, Butch ran home to Daddy.”

      She tapped her fingers on her lips. “These drugs keep popping up. But what do they have to do with taking six women?”

      Mononobe shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

      Maggie suddenly slapped her forehead. “Of course!”

      Everyone turned to look at her. She froze. “Uh…”

      “Got something to add?” Mickey asked.

      Maggie hesitated, then shook her head. “It might be nothing. I’ve been going through the missing persons’ reports. I thought this might be tied to Bliss, but I was unaware of Zeal until now. Only one victim had a clear connection, Elsa Cierva, the woman from Oakland.”

      “And?” Mickey prompted.

      “I figured it was a dead end,” Maggie said. “But then I got a returned call from someone at the Alameda Sheriff’s Department.”

      Grady’s brow creased. “Returned call?”

      Maggie winced. “I may have called the department using a fake name and Jeffrey’s number to get info on the case.” She kept her eyes on the seat.

      Mickey laughed at the stricken looks on both cops.

      “I knew I liked you,” she said, clapping Maggie on the shoulder. “So? What’d they say?”

      “Well…” Maggie hesitated. “The deputy mentioned trouble with the LME. A string of murders—victims tied to the gang.”

      “So?”

      Maggie shrugged. “Like I said, it might be nothing, but he thinks the LME is hunting down their own people.”

      “Why?” Mononobe asked, a flicker of something shifting behind his eyes, like pieces falling into place.

      Maggie shook her head. “Sorry. I’m not sure.”

      Mickey considered. “Maybe those people weren’t following orders.”

      The car fell into contemplative silence. Only the rhythm of the wipers and the hiss of passing traffic filled the space. Finally, Pomponio turned into the Whiskey Gulch lot and parked beside the Super Deluxe.

      Mickey leaned back, gaze settling on what remained of the saloon. The fire had gutted it, leaving nothing but a blackened husk. Char marks licked up the walls of the neighboring buildings.

      She let out a breath. “All right. Now what?”

      Grady shook his head, frustration bleeding through. “I don’t see what more we can do. If you find solid evidence, we can help. But for now, our hands are tied.”

      “No apologies necessary, Lieutenant,” Mononobe said, offering a slight bow. “You’ve got a responsibility to the rest of your county.”

      Grady looked like he’d been forced to swallow a live snake, but nodded.

      Mickey turned to the younger cop. “And you, Jeff? If anyone asks⁠—”

      Pomponio raised both hands. “I gave you a ride back to her car and followed you out of the county. That’s all I know.”

      She grinned and clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re a good man, Jeffrey.”

      Then she turned to Maggie.

      “I wish I could be more help,” Maggie said.

      “You’ve helped plenty,” Mickey replied, gentler now. “And you’re not done. While me and Mr. Scary handle the grunt work, you keep digging. I’ll tell you what we find. You’re still at the motel at night, right?”

      Maggie nodded. “Yeah. Jeffrey and Bill take turns watching over me.”

      “Good.”

      With that, she and Mononobe stepped out of the cruiser. They didn’t speak until they sat inside the Super Deluxe, watching the patrol car disappear into the street.

      Mickey glanced over. “You don’t just want to find the women or the DLMC anymore,” she said. “You want to go after LME.”

      Mononobe stared through the rain-streaked windshield. “You don’t kill a hydra by chopping off one of its heads.”

      Mickey smirked. “No. You destroy its heart.”

      He nodded. “I want to help Hallie. But the Way’s changed. If LME is controlling the Demon Lords, then they’ve already shown they have the political power to bury this case, and us with it.” His voice was calm, but there was steel underneath. “To stop a group like that, we need undeniable proof. Indisputable evidence of their involvement. That’s the only way we win.”

      Mickey studied him. There were no shadows curling at the edges this time.

      In the soft gray light, with rain whispering against the glass, he looked like any other man.

      She drew in a long breath. “Okay. Where do we start?”

      Mononobe tapped his chin in thought. “I may have an acquaintance who can shine a little light on LME. But it’ll take time.”

      Mickey nodded. “Then, while you do that, I’ll find the factory. Scout it out a little.”

      He gave her a sideways look. “Scout only?”

      She sniffed. “Don’t act like you know me, Mr. Mononobe.”

      That micro-grin of his crept in. “I would never presume, Miss McFinn.” He leaned back. “Now, could I trouble you for a ride back to the city?”

      Mickey grinned and fired up the Super Deluxe.
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      October 26, 1951

      San Francisco’s weather usually wavered between a little warm and a little chilly, depending on whether you stood on the windward or leeward side of a building.

      But when the city wanted to be cold, it was damned good at it.

      The post-rain chill and biting westerlies had driven most tourists into shelter, granting the locals a rare, quiet moment in the afternoon sun.

      Gilded light reflected off fresh puddles in Portsmouth Square, shimmering like molten metal, a reminder of why the old port town had earned the name Golden City long before the Gold Rush.

      But Whiskey couldn’t bring himself to enjoy it. His head pounded, cold sweat clung to his back, and his joints ached like he was burning with fever—something that, given what he was, should’ve been impossible. He slowed to avoid a deep puddle, scowling as he turned his focus inward.

      “Whatever you’re doing—stop it.”

      Passenger, who’d been pulsing the mental equivalent of tapping its foot, paused, then sent back a sulky eye roll and folded arms.

      “Oh, is my concern bothering you?” it snapped. “Forgive me for worrying that you’re stretching yourself too thin only to charge into a situation beyond your control with a ridiculously half-baked, borderline irrational plan.”

      Whiskey tipped his head. “And you think this is the best way to change my mind?”

      He felt Passenger bristle. “Your fight with Butcher took more than half your stored anima. And before you say anything—yes. I know you used Passion on those walking husks masquerading as vampires, but that was like taking a nibble off someone else’s scraps. You’re⁠—”

      “It’s not like it won’t regenerate in time,” Whiskey cut in. “Yes, it’s slower than most, but the⁠—”

      Passenger made a sound so full of disgust that Whiskey stopped walking.

      “You’re starving, Kinichiro!” it snapped. “And the Afterlife is less than a mile away! Why don’t you⁠—”

      “There’s no time, Passenger,” Whiskey interrupted, fists clenching. “If I’m to follow the Way, I should⁠—”

      “To all the hells with that antiquated, imaginary code of conduct!” Passenger’s fury lashed through his thoughts. “Do you even hear yourself? You’re letting someone else’s hypothetical musings on what it means to be ‘good’ dictate your actions—as if their abstract ideals could ever apply to something like you. You’re more hungry than you’ve been in over a year, and I, for one, will not stand idle and watch while you⁠—”

      “That’s enough!” Whiskey snapped aloud, startling an elderly couple passing by. The man shot him a sharp glare, which Whiskey returned without thinking.

      His head throbbed like it was caught in a vise. Hunger clawed at his soul. He could sense their fear as easily as a bloodhound could a hind, and by the gods, it smelled good.

      Maybe Passenger was right.

      He should⁠—

      He froze.

      What am I doing?

      Jaw tight, he forced a slow breath in, letting the cold sting as he brute-forced his thoughts back into order. He plastered on an unassuming smile and tipped his fedora apologetically.

      “Sorry about that,” he said. “Thought you were someone else.”

      The couple harrumphed, then picked up their pace as they hurried away from what they likely believed was an unstable man.

      Whiskey thought that a wise move.

      “You’re right,” he admitted, turning back to the path and switching to thought-speech. “I know my well is low. Believe me—I know. And you’re also right that going to the Afterlife would fix the problem.”

      His grip tightened on the items in his hands.

      “But I’ve got less than a day and a half to dig up enough evidence to throw in front of both George and Isaiah—something solid enough that neither can use Hallie’s disappearance as an excuse to tear the Mo’ and the surrounding districts apart.

      “The Saints’ war has to be stopped. That is the Way. And no matter how much I want to, if I let hunger dictate my choices, I’ll fail.”

      He inhaled again, deeper this time.

      “So instead, for now, I’m going forward with the plan. If there’s anything you can do to help, do it. If not, at least stay quiet. This is hard enough without you making it worse.”

      Passenger pulsed annoyance, and Whiskey braced for more arguing. But then it stopped, and let out a long, heavy sigh.

      The buzz in Whiskey’s skull dulled. Not much. But it was something.

      Whiskey took another breath, slow and deliberate. His headache still throbbed, and sweat clung to his skin despite the cold. But at least the air was clean. Earthy. Rain-laced.

      “Thank you,” he thought, and started walking again.

      It wasn’t much longer when his destination came into view.

      SFPD Headquarters loomed over the square, a hulking gray granite toad soaking up the last of the afternoon sun.

      Passenger’s voice returned, quieter now.

      “You’re sure what you have on the bikers isn’t enough?”

      Whiskey shook his head. “Not if I want certainty. You heard George. He wants this war. Hallie’s disappearance is just the excuse he’s feeding his people. I need something airtight. Something that gives him no room to maneuver.”

      “You’re not following a trail,” Passenger mused. “You’re setting the board. Tag LME with the blame, and George has to concede Isaiah’s not the real culprit. His people change course, and the entire campaign stalls out.”

      A pulse of dry amusement followed. “Huh. I thought all this LME business was another cockamamie the Way thing.”

      Whiskey let a micro-grin flicker across his lips. “Can’t it be both?”

      Passenger snorted. “Very well. But explain this to me: why involve the bounty hunter? Beyond the fleeting novelty of her presence, what value does she actually offer? Surely you’re not so naive as to trust her, not after she turned that ring on you.”

      Whiskey shook his head. “No. I’m not making that mistake again. But like you said—I’m stretched thin. I need to find Hallie, stop the Saints, hunt the Demon Lords, dig up intel on LME, and clear my name before the bureau pulls my status. I can’t do all that alone—not in the next twenty-four hours. So while I handle things here, I’m sending her after one of the others. Let her do what she does best.”

      “And that is?”

      Whiskey’s grin returned. “Draw attention.”

      Passenger gave a hum of amusement. “Ah. Use her as a distraction. A shield while you work. Not bad, Kinichiro.”

      Whiskey paused at a crosswalk, waiting for the light. “And it’s not like she’s completely useless,” he added, lifting his to-go cup. “This was her idea, after all.”

      Passenger sighed. “It’s as if the woman’s recklessness is contagious.”

      The light changed. Whiskey crossed, angling toward headquarters. “It’s not a bad idea,” he thought.

      “If it works,” Passenger countered. “If it doesn’t, you could end up in a cell—or on death row with the other…Wait. Stop.”

      Whiskey froze, body tensing. “What?”

      There was a pause before Passenger relaxed, making an annoyed sound. “Honestly…this again? Alley. Across the street.”

      Whiskey followed Passenger’s nudge and echoed its sigh as he caught the flicker of midnight-black wings.

      What did Jonetsu want now?

      He gritted his teeth. The monk would know he’d been seen, so walking away would only be taken as an insult.

      And Whiskey didn’t have time to handle everything on his plate and deal with Jonetsu stirring up trouble.

      The sun had dipped low enough to cast deep shadows between dumpsters and doorways, swallowing the alley in gloom. As he stepped inside, a subtle pop tickled his ears.

      He slowed.

      “A sound barrier,” Passenger murmured. “Interesting.”

      Whiskey couldn’t help but agree. The barrier wasn’t necessarily a threat, but being approached twice in forty-eight hours made him wary.

      Keeping his posture loose, he leaned back against a dumpster, coffee in one hand, manila envelope in the other.

      “What do you want, Jonetsu?”

      A chuckle echoed from the dark. Then, from the shadows, a figure stepped forward.

      It wasn’t Jonetsu.

      Another man emerged, peeling himself from the gloom.

      He wore the same dark robes, the same winged serpent patch embroidered on his chest, but was even shorter than Jonetsu, who barely scraped five foot six. His eyes were void-black, like all the monks of the Order, but unlike Jonetsu’s hairless austerity, this man sported a long silver mustache that drooped past his chin.

      A thin scar split his face, cutting from forehead through brow, curving beneath his left cheekbone. Deep smile lines radiated from the corners of his eyes, giving him a warmth that contrasted sharply with the damage. It was impossible to tell if he was in his sixties or simply aged by the years he’d carried.

      Whiskey recognized him instantly. He exhaled and bowed. “Master Nintai.”

      Nintai’s weathered face creased further as a warm smile spread across it. “It is good to see you, Kinichiro,” he said, returning the bow. “It has been too long.” His gaze passed over Whiskey. “You look tired.”

      In the back of Whiskey’s mind, Passenger scoffed.

      He offered a wan smile in return. “Come to scold me for ignoring Jonetsu?”

      Nintai sighed theatrically. “To what end? I’d have better luck stopping two bucks from fighting in rutting season than getting you two to see eye to eye.”

      “Bigoted nitwit,” Whiskey muttered, just as Passenger echoed the thought in his mind.

      Nintai’s smile held, but his tone slipped into a gentle rebuke. “Unfortunately, that includes holding on to the past. But he’s your brother, and while brothers may fight, when it matters, they stand together.”

      Passenger pulsed an eye roll so exaggerated that, if it had a body, it would’ve knocked itself over.

      Whiskey resisted doing the same. “You’re sure you’re not here to lecture, old teacher?”

      Something solemn flickered in Nintai’s gaze. He inclined his head. “Forgive an old man his habits,” he said. “I am here at the behest of my master.”

      A twist gripped Whiskey’s gut, but he kept his expression steady. “I received Jonetsu’s message. I’ll answer Master Sewanin’s summons when I can.”

      Nintai’s obsidian eyes shifted into something unreadable. “I thought as much,” he murmured. Then, louder: “You rush to an incorrect conclusion, Kinichiro.”

      Whiskey tilted his head.

      “The Master has the patience of the immortal,” Nintai said. “He does not seek to force your meeting. He knows it will happen when it happens.”

      The scar on his face creased slightly. “He sent me to aid you in your current endeavor.”

      Whiskey hesitated. This was a turn he hadn’t expected. And as the instinct to accept surged like a geyser, his spirits rose.

      Nintai had centuries of experience to draw from. For generations, he’d almost single-handedly trained every monk in the Order of Futsunushi, an order renowned for its martial skill.

      He might look like a frail old man, but Master Nintai was likely the most dangerous warrior Whiskey had ever met. If anyone could help with his current predicament, it was him.

      “Do not get your hopes up, Kinichiro,” Passenger scoffed.

      The words hit Whiskey like a bucket of ice water. It wasn’t wrong. This kind of assistance wasn’t just unprecedented, it ran counter to everything he’d ever experienced with the Order.

      The realization made him feel…

      He wasn’t sure.

      But he didn’t have time to dwell on it.

      Exhaling through his nose, he forced himself to focus on his former teacher, and was surprised to find Nintai, ever the embodiment of balance, slightly off-center.

      It was subtle. Just a touch more weight on the left leg, but it was there.

      “What happened?” Whiskey asked, nodding toward it.

      Nintai blinked, then exhaled and shifted upright. “Ever the observant one, aren’t you, Kinichiro?” He gave a soft chuckle. “It seems my battle with time is nearing its inevitable end. But fear not—there’s still some fight left in this old body.”

      Whiskey gave a slow nod. “Good,” he said, and meant it. “Now tell me, Master, the Order has never assisted in any of my cases before.”

      “Despite many requests,” Passenger added.

      “Which leads me to assume there’s a limit to the assistance I’ll be receiving,” Whiskey finished.

      To his surprise, Nintai inclined his head, expression turning almost apologetic. “You are correct,” he said. “I can only deliver my message. Then I must return to my duties.”

      Whiskey nodded, though a bitter smile tugged at his lips. “Excellent. What’s your message, Master?”

      Nintai hesitated, then straightened as his voice shifted into that calm, formal cadence Whiskey remembered from the monastery. A commander delivering a briefing.

      “Gods gather over the city.”

      Whiskey frowned.

      “You break half a decade of silence to tell me something I already knew?” Whiskey asked. “Both Baron Samedi and Coyote have lent their help.”

      Nintai’s expression didn’t waver.

      “Those are but two. I speak of many. And each one represents the same, very specific domain.”

      His eyes locked with Whiskey’s.

      “Death.”

      A breeze stirred the air, chilling the sweat on Whiskey’s neck.

      “What?”

      “Think, Kinichiro. Have you not seen the signs?”

      Whiskey’s mind jumped to the Blighted woods outside Isaiah’s. The trail of decay leading to his first encounter with Mickey. Moments he hadn’t connected until now.

      How many others have I missed?

      “All right,” he said slowly. “Then the obvious question: Does it matter? Halloween’s less than a week away, and San Francisco is hosting one of the largest death festivals in the world. Of course they’d be here.”

      Nintai shrugged. “That is for you to discover, Kinichiro. All I can say is—they gather. And their posture is aggressive.”

      Whiskey frowned. “Aggressive? What does that mean?”

      Nintai shook his head. “That is all I can say.”

      Whiskey gritted his teeth. “Fine. If they’re not here for the Carnaval, then why? Why would gods of death care about Hallie Baptiste’s abduction? And how does this help me stop a gang war from tearing my city apart?”

      Nintai remained still. “I cannot say.”

      Whiskey’s hands clenched. “Cannot,” he snapped. “Or will not?”

      The Order’s excuse was always the same: their affairs lay beyond mortal trials. What those affairs were, no one ever said. The last time Whiskey had pressed too hard had earned him a warning from Master Sewanin himself.

      The old monk folded his hands and met the glare without blinking, and tension hung between them before Whiskey exhaled through his teeth and looked away.

      “Right. So I shouldn’t even bother asking for help. Even though the Order has the power and resources to actually make a difference.”

      Nintai’s silence would have been answer enough, but the old man surprised him by adding, “I am sorry, Kinichiro. But you know this is as much as I can do. The Order must focus on what it can affect. It is the Way. Which is why your parents⁠—”

      Whiskey rolled his eyes, repeating words he’d heard more times than he could count.

      “Sacrificed themselves. So I could walk the path they couldn’t. So I could play the part they ensured I’d be placed in.”

      Always their tool. Their weapon.

      Nintai didn’t flinch. Instead, he held Whiskey’s gaze.

      “The Way is a lonely path, but a just one,” he said, and Whiskey was surprised when he didn’t see derision or even disappointment in the jet-black orbs. Instead, Nintai’s face softened, and Whiskey saw a deeply profound certainty, a confidence that left no room for self-doubt.

      “All I can offer is this: the Order believes in the Seijō-no-Michi. The Pure Way. And we believe in your adherence to it. We”—he paused, inclining his head—“I,” he continued, emphasizing the word, “know you will do what is right.”

      Whiskey sucked in a breath. The words from his former teacher were so familiar that a gentle ache emanated from his chest.

      Then Passenger scoffed. “Always the same,” it muttered.

      Whiskey nodded.

      Belief.

      Faith in the Way.

      Always the same.

      When he spoke, he couldn’t quite keep the brittle disappointment from his voice.

      “I have received your message and accept this gracious gift of aid. Please express my thanks to your Master. Good day, Nintai.”

      “Kinichiro…” Nintai began, but a familiar chill had already settled in Whiskey’s chest, and he turned away.

      The old man’s words trailed off, and the flap of wings broke the stillness just as Whiskey stepped past the soundproof barrier. He turned to see a raven with a scar over one eye caw once, then vanish into the gray light.

      Adjusting his coat, Whiskey turned back toward his destination and walked on.
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      October 26, 1951

      Whiskey flipped the collar of his coat up against a chilly breeze he didn’t feel and did his best not to look back at the empty air that had moments ago held the crow form of his master.

      “I know you will do what is right.”

      It was always the same.

      Belief.

      Faith in the Way.

      Neither of which solved his problems, eased his pain, or assuaged his fears.

      And neither stopped his Need.

      He stopped himself.

      This is a waste of time. You have a job to do. Do it.

      Wrapping his coat tighter, he continued toward the police station.

      As he did, Passenger made a sound that perfectly mimicked someone clearing its throat.

      “So to summarize,” it said, “you’re risking everything to satisfy the ideals of that sanctimonious, stubborn, decidedly unhelpful old man. If this plan fails⁠—”

      “It changes nothing,” Whiskey muttered, schooling his expression to bored neutrality as he quickened his pace. “I still have a job to do. And it doesn’t matter how I feel about it. Now be quiet while I work.”

      To his surprise, Passenger’s presence receded to its familiar corner of his mind without another word.

      Whiskey stepped into the police station and flashed his FBI credentials. The grumpy-looking desk sergeant barely glanced at the badge before scanning it into the crystal.

      A soft beep confirmed what Whiskey had hoped. The bureau hadn’t updated local law enforcement about his revoked status. He surrendered his firearm, grabbed his file and coffee, and headed deeper inside.

      Unlike his last visit, the place was buzzing. Officers moved with purpose. Phones rang. Papers shuffled. Weaving among them, Whiskey headed toward Bruno’s office.

      The huge lieutenant was behind his desk, scribbling notes on a file. He looked exactly as he had the other day, same cheap suit, same shirt, even the same tartan bowtie.

      Whiskey raised a hand to knock.

      “What do you want, Mononobe?” Bruno asked without looking up.

      Whiskey let his hand drop.

      “Lieutenant Bruno,” he said, gesturing to the bustling bullpen. “What’s all this?”

      Bruno glanced up with one bright blue eye—then the second, red for a moment, caught up and shifted back to blue. He looked out over the bullpen and sniffed.

      “There’s been a break in the Franklin case,” he said. “It’s sent our FBI brethren into quite a tizzy. They need more security guards.

      “Now, answer my question, Mononobe. What do you want? I expected to hear from you sooner. If this is how you plan to continue this partnership, you’ve got another⁠—”

      Whiskey cut the big man off by stepping past the threshold and shutting the door. Ignoring Bruno’s glare, he took a sip of coffee. “Did you know the report you gave me was falsified?”

      Bruno stiffened. “What?”

      “You heard me,” Whiskey said, taking another sip.

      Bruno surged to his feet. He was tall enough that Whiskey had to lift his chin to meet his eyes. “What the fuck are you hinting at, Mononobe?”

      Whiskey tossed the folder onto the desk. “I’m not hinting at anything, Lieutenant. You gave me an incomplete file. So either you knowingly obstructed the case…” He raised an eyebrow. “Or someone in this department did it without your knowledge.”

      Bruno’s light blue eye locked onto Whiskey. His dark blue eye gleamed red again, swiveling to the folder on the desk.

      “Witness testimony is missing,” Whiskey went on. “Testimony that implicates a certain motorcycle gang. A gang with friends in high political circles.

      “So, which is it? Either way, you and I have a serious problem, Lieutenant Bruno.”

      Bruno’s magic eye darted back and forth, then narrowed. “You son of a bitch,” he muttered. His glare snapped up. “You stupid son of a bitch.”

      The big man lunged around the desk. Whiskey tensed, reaching for Ambition—but Bruno barreled past him and ripped the door open. Hinges shrieked as the tortured metal bent, but Bruno ignored it, scanning the bullpen before bellowing,

      “Sadie! Get your ass in here! Now!”

      Moments later, a flustered, breathless Amos Sadie stumbled in, his odd magnifying device still perched on his head.

      “Y-yes sir?”

      Bruno grabbed him by the collar and yanked him inside. “Where’s Gordon?”

      “G-Gordon?” Sadie stammered, blinking behind half a dozen lenses. “I don’t⁠—”

      “Tell me, damn it, or I swear by the Nine and every god with a name, I’ll squeeze that stupid hat of yours so hard it’ll be a permanent fixture on the zit you call a head!”

      The color drained from Sadie’s face. “Last I saw, he was in his office, sir. Why? What’s going on?”

      Bruno exhaled sharply, but nodded. “Good. Make sure he stays there. He can’t know Mononobe was here. You got me?”

      “Mononobe?” Sadie turned—noticing Whiskey. The lenses made the blink look robotic. “Uh…hi, Whiskey. What’s going on?”

      “That son of a bitch doctored the files,” Bruno snapped. “I need you to make sure he doesn’t suspect we’re on to him. Don’t let him near this office. Got it?”

      Sadie swallowed. “What?”

      Bruno’s eye twitched. “What part didn’t you understand, Officer?”

      “Well, none of it, I guess. I mean, I heard it, but⁠—”

      Bruno exhaled sharply through his nose. “Just do what you’re told. We’ll talk later. Now get out.”

      Sadie flinched as if he’d been whipped, fumbled with the half-broken door, and hurried out. Whiskey took another sip of coffee.

      “So if you don’t think Gordon was the one tampering with your files…”

      Bruno shot him a glare, then sighed. “Only one other person besides me has been alone in this office.”

      Whiskey hesitated. “Sadie? You’re sure?”

      Bruno’s red lens flicked toward him, sharp and unblinking.

      “Gordon may be an arrogant bigot, but he’s a blue blood. His family helped found the damn union, for Nine’s sake. If he’d done it, he’d have covered his tracks better.”

      He grunted and dropped into his chair.

      “Amos’s smart, but not clever. Leaving one witness testimony while scrubbing the other makes sense in theory. But an experienced detective would’ve caught that. Sadie doesn’t have that kind of foresight.”

      Whiskey’s mouth twisted. “So it wouldn’t have occurred to him to cover his tracks.”

      Bruno’s red eye flicked to the cup in Whiskey’s hand. “What’s your little toy say? Am I lyin’?”

      Whiskey looked down.

      A small crystal floated in the cup, half-submerged in the dark liquid. To the untrained eye, it might pass for ice, but beneath the surface, a delicate rune and a tiny F were etched into its core. It glowed a faint green. No falsehood detected. He looked back up.

      Bruno shrugged. “I’ve got nothing to hide. And I don’t mind a little paranoia if it fast-tracks us to the part where you accept I’m on the up and up.”

      Whiskey glanced again at the lie detector. Still green. “If you can detect the device,” he said, “you might be able to fool it.”

      Bruno groaned, rubbing his temple. “I fuckin’ hate this I-Spy bullshit. If I was going to lie to you, why the hell would I point it out?”

      Whiskey paused, studying the man’s aura, but as before, it was hard to get a read.

      “Passenger?”

      “The likely giant blood in him makes interpretation difficult,” it replied. “But he has a point. If he’s playing you, he’s better than most you’ve met.”

      Whiskey nodded and met Bruno’s eyes. “I believe you.”

      Bruno sighed. “Anyway, the hook’s set. He’s seen you. He knows I’m suspicious about the file—we just have to wait for the fish to bite.”

      He leaned forward, tapping his desk with a finger as thick as a roll of quarters.

      “But a sneaky bastard like you already figured that out, so cut the shit, Mononobe.” His eyes met Whiskey’s. “I screwed up. I admit it. But I meant what I said—I want this case solved. So instead of feeding me bullshit-flavored breadcrumbs, why don’t you tell me what you need?”

      Whiskey didn’t hesitate. “I want to talk to Bernard Sattari.”

      Bruno grunted. Then leaned back in his seat. “When?”

      Whiskey’s grin widened. “Yesterday would’ve been optimum.”

      Bruno exhaled slowly. “Shit.” He pointed at the empty chair across from his desk. “All right. Sit down. This could take a bit.”

      Whiskey nodded and eased into the seat, a wave of fatigue hitting all at once.

      From the back of his mind, Passenger hummed dryly. “Behold, the price of victory, a nap.”

      Whiskey tipped his fedora over his eyes. “I’ll take what I can get.”

      Bruno picked up the phone.
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          MICKEY SEES A GHOST

        

      

    

    
      October 27, 1951

      “Okay, Kenny, you evil son of a bitch. Let’s see what you’re up to this time.”

      Hunkered in the driver’s seat of the Super Deluxe, Mickey peered through the windshield at the Blazeon logo stamped across the factory’s steel gate. From three blocks out, the glare of security lights carved jagged shadows, masking anything useful.

      At least until she channeled anima into her trusty night-specs.

      Even then, as drained as she was from slinging so much anima during the previous night’s “exercises,” even with the incredibly well made Fleischburg enhancements, it didn’t come easy.

      Her magic—normally smooth as water—felt thick and clotted, like trying to push crystallized molasses through a coffee straw. Sweat beaded on her forehead as a low, grinding throb built behind her eyes, like a pissed-off imp knuckling her temples.

      But using magi-tech was Mickey’s specialty.

      She gritted her teeth and forced it through.

      Gold lit across her vision. Then the gate snapped into sharp focus, every bolt and crack crisp as if she stood feet away.

      Catching her breath, she zeroed in on a man in a gray uniform leaning from the guard shack, flagging down a delivery truck. Like the others she’d seen that night, its container displayed a large Expedited International logo.

      The guard smiled, took the driver’s paperwork, disappeared inside, then reemerged a moment later and waved the truck through with practiced ease.

      Mickey clicked her tongue. “Tsk. How do you sleep at night?”

      She shifted the specs’ focus to the second guard.

      He yawned, stretched wide, and wandered off behind the shack.

      “And what fiendish plot are you concocting, Bob?”

      Bob returned a moment later, balancing two doughnuts and two coffees, which he handed to his grateful-looking partner.

      “What?” Mickey scoffed. “No napkins? That’s low, even for you. What other dastardly deeds are you hiding back there? Drugs? Guns? Drug-guns? When I get my hands on you I’ll⁠—”

      Chirp.

      A noise erupted outside the car. It sounded like a cricket’s chirp—if the cricket weighed thirty pounds and was on Zeal.

      Mickey nearly dropped her specs, hand flying toward her sidearm.

      “Jeez!” she hissed, rolling down the passenger window. “You trying to wake the whole damn neighborhood?”

      “Sorry, boss,” Bullet whispered as the Super Deluxe gave a soft creak and the window rolled itself back up. “I’ve been chirping out here for ten minutes. What were you so focused on, anyway?”

      Mickey sighed. “A whole lot of nothing. What’d you find?”

      “The whole place is warded. I couldn’t get close.”

      “Damn it.” She glanced at the empty seat. “You’re sure this is the right place?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “The factory you followed Butcher to?”

      “Yep.”

      “The one he was taken to after that fight with me and Mononobe?”

      “You know you’re asking the same question in different ways, right?”

      Mickey rubbed her forehead. “Did I mention how much I hate stakeouts?” She reached into the crinkled Jane Parker’s bag and tipped the last crumbs into her mouth.

      “Nineteen times,” Bullet said brightly.

      Mickey froze mid-chew. “You’ve been counting?”

      “Sure, boss. I count all sorts of things.”

      “Like what?” she asked, then held up both hands. “Actually, no. Don’t tell me.”

      She brushed the crumbs off her blouse. “This is the only way in?”

      “Uh-huh. Only access point for vehicles.”

      A pool of light swept past as another delivery truck rumbled by. Mickey patted the dash. Thanks to a clever bit of illusion magic, unless someone got within a few feet, the Super Deluxe looked like just another beat-up jalopy, perfect cover among the rusted-out husks lining the block.

      “At least the ol’ girl’s camouflage still works,” she muttered, crumpling the bag and tossing it into the back seat. Reaching under the seat, she pulled out a bag of jerky. “I should really be nicer to Ephraim. He made a helluva car.”

      A soft whine rose from the passenger side as she opened the bag.

      “Uh, boss?”

      “Yes?” she asked, pulling out the last piece.

      “You gonna eat that?”

      She glanced down. It was all that remained of her provisions—unless she counted the apple she’d bought to offset the shame of buying nothing but junk food.

      Which she didn’t.

      “I was planning on it.”

      Bullet whined louder. “Are you sure? You said I’d get a burger for doing a good job. I see no burger. Does that seem fair to you?”

      Mickey rolled her eyes. “Didn’t you stop to snack while scouting? This place has to be crawling with goodies for you.”

      “That’s the thing,” Bullet said. “I couldn’t find anything.”

      Her brows lifted. “Nothing?”

      “No,” he sulked. “It’s like someone already picked the place clean. It was weird.”

      “Huh.”

      She mulled it over. Bullet’s supernatural senses made him an apex predator for critters. If he couldn’t find anything, that was weird.

      “Might be the chemicals they’re using or something?”

      Bullet let out an even more pitiful whine. “Whatever you say, boss.”

      She shot a look at the empty seat. “You’re positive Butcher came here?”

      “Boss!”

      “Ugh.” She sighed. “Fine.”

      She tossed the jerky toward the passenger seat.

      The snack flew for all of a quarter-second before vanishing with a sharp snap that reminded Mickey of a time she’d seen alligators feed.

      Her eyes dropped to the apple. Her stomach growled. With a shrug, she picked it up and turned her gaze back to the gates.

      “You can’t blame me for asking,” she muttered. “If we didn’t know better, this would look like a plain old night shift. Only reason it’s interesting is because Butcher showed up. I mean, Blazeon makes kitchen appliances, for Nine’s sake.”

      A loud gulp sounded from the passenger side.

      “What about the extra security?” Bullet asked. “Even the parking garage is warded. Isn’t that a little much for kitchen stuff?”

      Mickey chewed her lip. “Hmm…think you could get past the wards?”

      “Definitely.”

      “Really?”

      “Probably. Maybe…definitely maybe.”

      Mickey rolled her eyes and took a bite of the apple, then immediately spat it out, gagging at something innately sour.

      Looking down, she saw half a worm wriggled in the chewed flesh.

      “Blegh! Damn it.”

      She cranked the window and chucked it into the street, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “No,” she said, firm now. “If you get caught, I can’t help you. As much as I hate it, we play this one safe.”

      “Yeah, about that, boss…” Bullet’s voice shifted, becoming thoughtful. “Why are we even playing? Didn’t you get paid already? I thought that was the whole point. So if we got what we came for…why are we sticking around?”

      Mickey choked mid-sip, alternating gulps of coffee and water to flush out the wormy taste. It only kind of helped. She sighed, resigned to living with it.

      Living.

      “It’s complicated.”

      She wanted to say it was because people needed her. But she didn’t. Because deep down, she still wasn’t sure that was true.

      You damned coward.

      “Let’s just say that if we leave now, we let those scumbags Butcher and Schultz win.”

      “Oh,” Bullet said. “You hate that.”

      Mickey grinned. “Sure do. So for now, we learn what we can before we meet up with Mononobe, okay? Hopefully, whatever he’s chasing turns up something better.”

      “Sure thing, boss,” Bullet said. “Because we’re on Team Scary now.”

      Mickey toyed with the strap on her canteen. That was another complication.

      When did I become such a gods-damned mess?

      “I’m not sure, Bullet,” she admitted. “The guy is…I know what I Glimpsed. It was bad. Really bad. But all he’s done so far is…”

      “Good?” Bullet offered.

      “Contradictory,” Mickey said. She leaned back. “And confusing. He’s like this factory. There’s more going on with both, but I can’t figure what. If I could⁠—”

      A sudden roar of engines cut her off and she snatched up her specs, forcing anima through her aching body. Six motorcycles roared out from the factory gates, their fiery Demon Lord patches blazing on the riders’ leather vests as they hit the gas in unison, engines howling, and tore down the street.

      For one gut-wrenching moment, Mickey thought they were coming for her, but they didn’t even glance her way as they roared past.

      Swearing to buy Ephraim something nice the next time she saw him, Mickey refocused on the riders.

      “I didn’t see Butcher. Did you?”

      “No,” Bullet replied. “Where do you think they’re going?”

      She was about to suggest they find out, when another set of headlights caught her eye.

      A Rolls-Royce Silver Wraith glided through the factory gates. Unlike the Harleys’ snarling engines, the luxury car’s crystal-powered drive purred with an almost reverent hum as it passed her hiding spot, and offered a clear look at the man in the back seat.

      Mickey’s vision tunneled. Her breath caught—limbs locking tight.

      No…

      It couldn’t be.

      But aside from the mustache, he looked exactly as he had the last time she saw him.

      Lean. Thick dark hair. Hawkish nose.

      Eyes the color of dried leaves.

      Josef Mengele.

      He was supposed to be dead. Caught by the Nazi hunters after the war.

      He’s a survivor—like you.

      She didn’t want to hear that. Didn’t want to feel it. But a corpse buried too shallow always surfaced after heavy rain, and trauma rose the same way.

      Her pulse thundered in her ears as memories clawed free.

      The rusty stench of blood-soaked linens filled her nostrils.

      Washed. Hung. Soiled again the next day.

      The cool press of surgical tools against her fingertips—gleaming under harsh light.

      Screams, muffled by gags, rang in her ears.

      Anything to drown them out.

      To see the bodies on the tables as things.

      Not people.

      Not children.

      A cold sweat traced down her spine. Her stomach turned. She fought the urge to vomit.

      “Boss?” Bullet’s voice cut through the fog.

      She blinked.

      “You okay?”

      The paralysis cracked.

      The Rolls had reached the intersection.

      And turned away from the path the Demon Lords had taken.

      No.

      “Bullet,” she snapped, cranking the ignition. “Follow that car. We can’t lose him.”

      “What about the bikers?”

      “What about them?” she shot back, tires squealing as she yanked the wheel into a hard turn.

      “Don’t we need to see where they’re going? In case that’s where the missing girls are?”

      Her jaw clenched. “Damn it!” She slammed her palm against the wheel.

      What in all the hells is he doing here?

      She had to know.

      And if she followed him, she might lose her best shot at finding the women.

      “Fine!” she barked. “You’re right. We need to split up. I’ll follow the Rolls. You stick with the Demon Lords.”

      Bullet made a low, uncomfortable sound. “I dunno, boss. Last time⁠—”

      “No time!” she cut in. “I can’t be in two places at once. But we can. Meet me at that diner Mononobe mentioned, same time as planned.”

      “Okay, but⁠—”

      “Just fucking do it, Bullet!” she yelled.

      Then winced. Forced herself to breathe. To think.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, voice softer now. “Whatever’s going on, I know that man’s tied to it. I’ll be careful, okay? You do the same. Now please, don’t make me say it again. We can’t lose them.”

      Bullet let out a final reluctant whine, then the window rolled down on its own, and she was alone.

      Alone.

      And it all started with him.

      Up ahead, the Wraith made another turn.

      And Mickey followed.
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          WHISKEY LANDS A DEAL

        

      

    

    
      October 27, 1951

      Thanks to a quirk in city planning, SFPD Headquarters and the San Francisco Hall of Justice, with its stone facade and fan-shaped windows, was one of the city’s most recognizable landmarks.

      But it was actually part of a pair.

      The second building, slouching behind its grander sibling like a dreary reflection and hidden from most southern angles, housed the coroner’s office, the sheriff’s administrative offices, and County Jail Number 1.

      Connecting the two was a third-story, glass-encased walkway. Local reporters had nicknamed it the Bridge of Sighs, both for its resemblance, however slight, to the Venetian original and its shared function of ferrying the condemned. Conveniently, it also meant Bruno had no trouble getting Bayside Bernie into an interrogation room only sixteen hours after Whiskey’s request.

      “Good morning, Mr. Sattari,” Whiskey said, settling into the metal chair across from Bernie.

      The merrow’s huge, muddy eyes bulged, his fishy mouth splitting into a literal ear-to-ear grin.

      “Ahhhhh,” he purred. “I wondered what was so important to interrupt bregfast. And now I see—not a what, but a who. Godgee Agura has come to visit his old friend Bernie.” He paused, then let his grin stretch wider. “Or should I gall you by your other name, Whisgey the Wolf?” He dragged out the last word until a wet, phlegmy cough cut him off.

      Whiskey eyed the merrow.

      Bernard Sattari was in a sorry state. He’d lost weight, and his scales, once glistening with silver, green, and pink opalescence, had dulled to a sickly gray, hanging loose over his jowls. Worse, he stank of rotting fish.

      “Are you all right, Mr. Sattari?” Whiskey asked. “You seem stressed.”

      Bernie rolled his enormous eyes. “So formal.” He sighed. “Always Mr. Sattari this, Mr. Sattari that! No ‘How have you been, Bernie?’ No ‘What’s new, Bernie?’ Just straight to business.” His eyes hardened. “Forget your betrayal. That is thing I hate most about you. You are giant stig in mud.”

      A faint smile touched Whiskey’s lips. “Have you heard from the clan, Mr. Sattari?”

      Bernie picked at his needlelike teeth with a filed-down claw, and shrugged. “You may not have heard,” he said, “but I’ve been a bit…preoggupied.”

      Whiskey’s smile sharpened. “And I imagine being responsible for your clan’s war chief, and most of its warriors, winding up dead hasn’t earned you many friends.”

      Bernie’s murky eyes gleamed. He lunged, snarling. The chains snapped taut, yanking him back with a sharp clank. He wheezed, the effort rattling through his chest before dragging him into another coughing fit.

      Whiskey wiped a drop of slime from his lapel with a handkerchief. “Save your strength, Mr. Sattari. You’ll be needing it.”

      Bernie tugged at the restraints again, but they didn’t budge. With a huff, he tried crossing his arms, but the restraints held firm.

      Defeated, he sagged into the chair.

      “What do you want from poor, beaten Bernie?” he asked. “Or did you gum just to gloat?”

      When Whiskey looked up, he locked onto the merrow’s right eye since its head was too large to focus on both at once.

      “I’ve come to save your life, Mr. Sattari.”

      Bernie sputtered into a wheezy laugh, his finlike head protuberances wiggling. “Oh!” he guffawed. “Is that so?”

      Whiskey nodded.

      “I have conditions.”

      Bernie’s laughter broke into another ragged cough. “Of gourse you do,” he rasped.

      Whiskey waited for him to settle. “Tell me about Las Mentes Elevadas.”

      It was brief, but Whiskey caught the hesitation.

      “Who?”

      Whiskey’s expression didn’t change. “Now isn’t the time to play coy, Mr. Sattari.” He kept his voice soft, gentle. “How much do you really trust your clan? After everything you’ve done, would they cover for you? Would they die for you?”

      He leaned in.

      “If certain people started asking who attempted a deal they forbade, what do you think would happen?” He let the words settle, let them dig in. “Prison isn’t exactly safe to begin with, Mr. Sattari. And when blame starts getting thrown around…”

      He shrugged.

      The finlike protrusions on Bernie’s head trembled, clinging closer to his face. His eyes darted around the room, as if he’d realized where he was.

      “Look at me, Mr. Sattari.”

      Bernie’s eyes snapped back.

      “I told you,” Whiskey said, voice steady. “I want to save your life. And the fact you haven’t asked for your lawyer tells me you’re interested in what I have to say.”

      Bernie’s webbed hands clenched so tightly that, if his claws hadn’t been filed down, they would’ve sliced through his palms.

      “Y-you…”

      A loud buzz stopped him before he could say more, and the interrogation-room door swung open.

      Lieutenant Bruno stepped inside.

      “Hey, fellas,” Bruno greeted them, a broad, friendly smile on his face. “What’d I miss?”

      He made it two steps before his nose wrinkled, stride hitching.

      “Pee-yew! Who left the fuckin’ sushi out?” He waved a folder in front of his face like a makeshift fan.

      “I was explaining the reality of the situation to Mr. Sattari,” Whiskey said, never taking his eyes off Bernie.

      “Good.” Bruno coughed as he dropped into the chair beside Whiskey. “That makes this easier.”

      He gave Bernie a long, assessing look before sliding the folder across the table.

      “Mr. Mononobe here gave you a healthy dose of the stick.” He tapped the folder. “This is the carrot.”

      Bernie didn’t move, though he eyed the folder.

      Still smiling, Bruno leaned in. “You look a little lost, Mr. Sattari, so let me explain.” Another deliberate tap. “I’m Lieutenant Douglas Bruno, and this is a contract, signed by the district attorney and a judge. If you cooperate, then when you go to trial—because let’s face it, you will—your sentencing will be adjusted.”

      He leaned back with casual ease. “Instead of rotting in a maximum-security hellhole with the worst of the worst, you’ll get tucked away in minimum security with the white-collar types.” Bruno flashed a pearly grin. “I’m told it’s real cushy. Practically a country club. Who knows? Maybe they even have a pool.”

      Bernie looked like a man dying of thirst who’d been offered a glass of water.

      “What assurances do I have no one will find out?”

      “Your testimony will be classified,” Whiskey said. “Locked down. Only accessible to those with the highest clearance.”

      Bernie hesitated, fins twitching. “How do I know anything you say is true?”

      Whiskey shrugged. “All I can give you, Mr. Sattari, is my word.”

      Bernie scoffed, but Whiskey didn’t blink.

      “What other options do you have?”

      Bernie froze. His enormous eyes darted between them.

      Seconds passed.

      Then, slowly, he opened the folder.

      “All you have to do is sign and answer a few questions, Mr. Sattari,” Whiskey said, pulling a pen from his jacket and holding it out.

      Bernie’s long, sticky tongue flicked out, wetting his lips as he eyed the pen. He sighed, met Whiskey’s patient gaze, then took it.

      When he finished signing, he looked up.

      Whiskey gave him a small nod. “I’m going to start at the beginning, Mr. Sattari. Jump in as you see fit.”

      Bernie nodded.

      “Just under a year ago,” Whiskey continued, “the Asnan Hada clan began selling illegal narcotics within its territory. A decision you had a large hand in making, correct?”

      Bernie lifted his chin. “Yes.”

      Whiskey nodded. “And you brokered the deal with your supplier—this LME group.”

      Bernie nodded again. “Thanks to me, the glan amassed more wealth in under a year than it had seen in a century.”

      “What else can you tell us about them?” Whiskey asked. “Outside of being a player in the Bliss trade, there’s not much being said about them.”

      Bernie scoffed, shaking his head. “If you touch Bliss in this gountry, there’s good chance LME’s tentagles touched it first. They aren’t a player. They’re the player. Others exist, sure, but they don’t gompare.”

      Beside Whiskey, Bruno rubbed his chin. “So you sought them out?”

      Bernie shook his head. “You don’t search for LME. They gum to you. They choose their distributors.”

      “By distributors, do you mean gangs?” Bruno asked.

      Bernie shrugged. “Whatever moniger you want, Lieutenant. But selegtion isn’t arbitrary.”

      “So someone came to you?” Bruno pressed. “Who? How?”

      Bernie glared at the cop, but answered. “They have man. Galls himself Schultz. He came to the glub one night. We talked. Then he left. Eventually, he game back and said he wanted to offer partnership with LME.”

      Bernie shivered, and Whiskey recalled Butcher’s warning—how LME offered partnerships to those who defied them, right before everything changed.

      “It was good deal,” Bernie continued. “We pay wholesale price, get delivery, and sell at marget value. More you invest, more you aggrue. We were one of first approached in Hunters Point.” His expression twisted like he’d tasted something bitter. “But Ungle was slow to agree. We got in late. Even so, we…I made the glan money. Made him loog bad, while my star rose.”

      His voice darkened.

      “Then I made deal for the largest shipment yet. Put everything we had into the purchase.” His jaw tightened. “The loss was supposed to be temporary…”

      Whiskey remembered Gilgamesh’s fury at the club.

      “They told you to stop selling,” Whiskey said.

      Bernie’s eyes narrowed, but he gave a slow nod. “Ungle used it as opportunity to turn Asnan Hada against me,” Bernie said, a wry smile tugging at his lips. “That’s when you game into my life.”

      Whiskey nodded. “It’s why you were so amenable during negotiations.” He leaned in. “You were desperate.” His voice dropped. “How did LME communicate the order?”

      Bernie’s fins trembled. “Schultsss,” he hissed. “He met with Gilgamesh. He gave order. LME isn’t stupid. They eggspected dissension. Rumors reached our territory. Tales of what happened to those who disobeyed.” His throat bobbed. “They were…outlandish. I didn’t believe them at first.”

      “At first?” Whiskey pressed. “What changed?”

      Bernie’s tongue flicked over fishy lips.

      “I…”

      He hesitated.

      Whiskey glanced at Bruno, and the lieutenant picked up the signed contract.

      “If you don’t trust our agreement, Mr. Sattari, we can always just toss this stupid thing.”

      He pinched the top of the document and began to tear. Bernie’s hands flew up, chains clinking as they stopped him short.

      “No!” he yelled. “Th-they have place! Base! They brought me there to bear witness.”

      Whiskey kept his expression neutral, though his pulse quickened. “Tell us about it. Where is this place?”

      “F-Fruitvale!” Bernie stammered. “East side of Bay. Used to be fagtory—made home appliances, migrowaves, Blazeon!”

      He rushed the words, barely breathing. “I know begause they haven’t changed the name or paint or anything! They use gover like sgorpionfish—pretend to be rog, but agtually predator!”

      “You mean camouflage?” Bruno asked.

      Bernie shot him a patronizing smile. “Yes, Lieutenant. Anyone passing by things it’s regular fagtory.”

      “And they took you there?” Whiskey pressed.

      Bernie shivered.

      “Few days after Schultz spoge to Ungle. They grabbed me away from the glub. I thought they were going to gill me but instead, they toog me to fagtory. Me and other partners. Said we were invited for a tour. We met a man there. He showed us things.”

      Whiskey exchanged a glance with Bruno.

      “What things?”

      Bernie’s face darkened. “They have pens,” he hissed. “They geep people. And what used to be people.” His breath hitched. “They looged wrong. Stang of death yet lived.” His gills fluttered as if trying to rid himself of the memory. “Worgers loaded wheelbarrows full of meat. And they ate. And ate.”

      Inside Whiskey’s mind, Passenger stirred.

      “Hmm. That sounds an awful lot like⁠—”

      “Necromancy?” Bruno breathed. “But that was wiped out during the war.”

      A bitter smile twisted Bernie’s lips. “They seem to have overlooged some.”

      Bruno exhaled sharply, shaking his head. “You saw all this, and still went ahead with your plan to sell?”

      Bernie’s fins fanned as he bared his teeth. “Were you not listening? What choice did I have?! Glan gouldn’t afford to wait! It was agt or die!”

      Whiskey cut in before Bruno could fire back. “Did you see any vampires? Any signs they were working with a motorcycle gang?”

      Bernie glared at him for a beat, then scrunched his face in thought. “No,” he said, shaking his head.

      Whiskey glanced at the coffee cup beside him—the lie detector still pulsed green—then turned inward. “Passenger?”

      It made a thoughtful sound. “His aura hasn’t spiked falsehood since signing the contract, Kinichiro. He at least believes he’s telling the truth.”

      Whiskey’s jaw tightened. “You saw people in the pens?” he asked. “Any women?”

      Bernie paused before shrugging. “Maybe? It was too fast. My fogus was not on the living…”

      He swallowed hard. “I asged what the purpose was. The man gave one word: incentive.”

      Whiskey’s stomach tightened. “Tell me about the man who showed you this,” he said. “Was it Schultz?”

      Bernie shook his head again. “No. Different man. Darg hair. Lean. People galled him Angel of Death.”

      “Do you know why they ordered the freeze?”

      Bernie hesitated. “I don’t know for sure, but there was a rumor. They were holding bag supply for something. I overheard Angel of Death mention special purpose.” He shrugged. “What that is? No idea.”

      Whiskey studied him closely. “Do you believe the rumor?”

      Bernie gave a weak shrug. “I don’t know.”

      Whiskey confirmed the merrow was still telling the truth, then nodded, absorbing what he’d heard.

      “Anything else? Something that stood out?”

      Bernie tilted his head, eyes distant. “The men worging for LME…they were strange.”

      Whiskey raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

      Bernie shook his head. “Fagtory was busy. There were worgers everywhere. But outside of the Angel, no one spoge. Not one word. Just did jobs in silence.”

      Bruno made a disbelieving tsk, but Whiskey thought of the vampires at the bar. The way they moved. The way they stared—watching, but never speaking.

      Butcher had mentioned something about Bliss. But mental communication? That was new.

      “Is that all?” Whiskey asked.

      Bernie nodded.

      “Very well. Thank you, Mr. Sattari,” Whiskey said, rising from his chair as Bruno turned to call in the deputies.

      Bernie grinned. “May your gorpse be feasted on by dregs of ocean, Whisgey Mononobe. I hope to never see you again.”

      Whiskey returned the smile. “Never say never, Mr. Sattari.”

      Then he stepped out.

      Once Bernie was transferred back into deputy custody, Bruno led Whiskey into the adjoining observation room. The moment the door clicked shut, Bruno whirled.

      “What the fuck is going on, Mononobe?”

      Whiskey studied him. “I told you there were complications.”

      “Comp—? Complications?” Bruno’s face darkened from pale to crimson. “Fucking complications are when a perp jumps bail! Not when the case I’m chasing turns out to be tied to a godsdamn super cartel!”

      “Necromantic super cartel,” Passenger added.

      Bruno started pacing about the room like a caged tiger. “You know how long we’ve been chasing the source of this drug? Years. And you let me walk into it blind?!”

      “You don’t need to justify yourself to this buffoon,” Passenger scoffed. “Though be careful. Even angry, his aura’s unreadable. He could still be lying.”

      Whiskey met Bruno’s glare with icy calm. “These people have already shown what kind of reach they possess, Lieutenant. Given the circumstances, you should thank me for being this candid.”

      Bruno’s jaw clenched. He took one large, menacing step forward but froze when he caught the expression on Whiskey’s face.

      The big man, so used to others shrinking under his presence, hesitated.

      “That’s…” He exhaled hard, turning away as he ran a hand through his flat, unwashed hair. “Fucking fair,” he muttered.

      Then he turned back, two-tone eyes narrowing.

      “But I’ve held up my end. Now it’s your turn. I need to know what the hell is going on, and how it ties into Hallie Baptiste’s abduction.”

      Whiskey hesitated. Knowledge was power, here. And he still didn’t know what kind of entity he was up against. The not knowing was terrifying.

      But tipping off that kind of enemy?

      That was worse.

      Still…a lone wolf couldn’t take down a dragon.

      He needed a pack. And his list of trustworthy allies was already pitifully short. Bruno could’ve dragged his feet. Made excuses. Thrown up roadblocks. But he hadn’t. Despite the obstacles, he’d come through, and fast. If he was on LME’s payroll, then he was way better than Whiskey could handle, anyway.

      And I’m out of time.

      So, omitting only the likely severance of his ties to the FBI, he told Bruno everything.

      He told him about Hallie’s connection to the Saints of Samedi, the looming turf war, and the narrow window left to stop it. He laid out his partnership with Mickey—the missing women, the tire samples linking the Demon Lords, and the growing evidence tying everything back to LME, ending with the vampire attack and some of the fallout in San Mateo.

      By the time he finished, Bruno had stopped pacing and was staring at him, mouth hanging open.

      “You fuckin’ asshole,” Bruno muttered. “You connected the Demon Lords to LME, then leveraged me into setting up this meeting with Sattari.”

      Whiskey shrugged. “I do what I have to do to close a case.” His lips quirked. “I believe that’s what you said you liked about me back in our first meeting, Lieutenant Bruno.”

      Bruno snorted. “Fuckin’ asshole.”

      Then he adjusted his rumpled suit and squared his shoulders. “First things first,” he said. “I need evidence. I can’t build a case on the word of scum like Bayside Bernie.”

      Whiskey started to speak, but Bruno raised a hand.

      “I told you,” Bruno said. “I’m committed to seeing this through. But if I get even a whiff that you’re trying to run another fast one on me…”

      His voice dropped, low and lethal.

      “I’ll make sure you end up as nothing but a stain people used to call Whiskey Mononobe.”

      Then he extended his hand.

      “People are so easy,” Passenger chuckled, as the two men shook.

      “All right,” Bruno said. “Enough bullshit. What’s your plan?”

      “I believe the missing women are tied to the drug supply. But I need to follow up on two things first,” Whiskey said. “The Blazeon factory. And the necromancy angle.”

      “Necromancy.” Bruno said it like a curse. “If that’s in play, I don’t like the girls’ chances.”

      Whiskey felt a spot between his shoulder blades tighten.

      He really needed to move.

      “I’ll start there,” he said.

      Bruno looked exhausted. Dark circles clung to his pale skin, but his eyes were still sharp. “What about the factory?”

      “I have someone watching it.”

      Bruno crossed his arms. “Right. The bounty hunter.” He exhaled. “I’ll keep an eye on Sadie. If this mess is even half as deep as it seems, he might lead us to something.” He locked eyes with Whiskey. “The second you get anything, I bring the thunder.”

      Whiskey nodded, pulling a card from his pocket and handing it over.

      Bruno read it aloud. “Blessed Workers Spiritual Church.” He frowned. “What’s this?”

      “Where you can reach me.”

      Bruno squinted. “A church?”

      Whiskey smiled. “What better place to learn about necromancers?”

      And with that, he walked out the door.
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          MICKEY SLIPS IN THE SHOWER

        

      

    

    
      October 27, 1951

      Mickey’s foot tapped a restless rhythm against the Super Deluxe’s floorboard.

      She gritted her teeth, knuckles whitening on the wheel as she watched the Silver Wraith idle a few lights ahead.

      She’d tailed it all the way from Oakland to Sacramento. Instinct—honed by years as an agent, spy, and bounty hunter—told her that man, walking out of that place when he had, meant something.

      He had to be heading somewhere important. A clandestine meeting. Another base of operations. Something that could crack the case wide open. Help find the missing women.

      But then…

      He stopped at a tailor.

      Then a diner.

      Then a florist.

      And finally a damned sweets shop.

      She knew better than to take anything at face value. Any one of those stops could be cover for something else. A front. A signal. A tradeoff. But if he was performing drops or running tradecraft, he was the best she’d ever seen.

      Nothing, not a glance, not a hesitation, hinted at anything beyond mundane routine. He even had the driver put the top down, for Nine’s sake.

      As the hours wore on and the shock of seeing Mengele faded, her certainty unraveled into something colder.

      Doubt.

      What in all the hells was she doing? Had she really left the Demon Lords, her best lead on the missing women, to follow a man running gods-damned errands?

      Yes, seeing him again had rattled her. But that wasn’t why she’d followed him.

      …Right?

      Up ahead, the Silver Wraith idled at the light.

      Just another luxury car. Sleek. Composed.

      A dead end.

      Mickey exhaled, the last thread of certainty burning to ash. She needed to get back to San Francisco. The light turned green. Cursing herself, she scanned for a clean turnoff. If she left now, she might still catch up with Bullet and Mononobe.

      Then the Wraith veered off, pulling into the drop-off lane of the Marshall Hotel.

      Mickey’s pulse immediately picked up. A hotel was the perfect place for a meeting. She checked the dash clock. She was already late. What was another twenty minutes?

      Looping the Super Deluxe around the block, she finally found a spot with a clear line of sight to the entrance.

      By the time she parked, Mengele was already outside—flowers in one hand, chocolates in the other—offering them to a woman in a brown trench coat, dark glasses, and high heels.

      The woman laughed, her striking red hair cascading behind her as they embraced and exchanged a few words. Then she handed him a package—plain brown paper, neatly wrapped, about the size of a satchel. He accepted it with a small bow, tucked it under his arm, and led her inside.

      The hairs on the back of Mickey’s neck rose as a thrill surged through her chest. She’d been right. The thrill only intensified when, after confirming the porter had Mengele’s bags, Mengele’s driver put the roof up, got back in the Wraith, and drove off. The hotel doors closed behind the couple.

      Her fingers tightened on the wheel. Something tugged at the back of her mind, causing her to hesitate. The whole setup was too clean. Too easy.

      Despite the thick-necked driver might as well having “Rent-a-Thug” stamped on his forehead, he’d been doggedly glued to Mengele all morning. So why leave now?

      Jaw clenched, she forced herself to wait, counting exhales as she scanned the street. By breath one hundred, nothing stood out. Just the usual bustle of businessmen and tourists. She even spotted a kid with a balloon.

      Her thoughts went to the woman in the trench coat and high heels.

      Not too hard to guess why he wants privacy, Mick…

      Her gaze dropped to the dash clock again. She couldn’t afford to waste any more time second-guessing herself.

      Mickey slipped out of the Super Deluxe, popped the trunk, grabbed what she needed, and shut the lid. She was just starting to cross the street when a flicker of shadow in the alley beside the hotel caught her eye.

      She paused, hands moving instinctively toward her pockets as she peered into the dark.

      Two green-gold orbs flared to life. Not lights, she realized, but eyes, as a canine figure stepped into view.

      Coyote.

      The massive prairie wolf padded to the edge of the shadows and sat, still as stone. His gaze felt like it saw straight through her, and given what he was, she didn’t doubt it did. The weight of it twisted in her gut, but she clenched her fists and squared her shoulders.

      “You saw that handoff, right?”

      He was far too distant for even a real coyote to hear, but he nodded. She rolled her eyes, doing her best not to sound too patronizing as she addressed the closest thing to an American god.

      “Well, we need information. And that son of a bitch has it.”

      Coyote tilted his head, ears flicking.

      She let out a frustrated breath. The drop had happened right in front of her. This was her chance. The moment she’d come for.

      “Listen, Yotey,” she muttered. “You got a better idea?”

      Coyote didn’t move, but his eyes narrowed.

      “Didn’t think so,” she said, and crossed the street, passing through the busy drop-off area before stepping into the Marshall Hotel.

      The lobby was well appointed, filled with the scent of fresh linens, hibiscus, and expensive leather. It wasn’t large, but the polished marble floors and exquisitely carved furniture screamed high class.

      A flash of her FBI badge and a generous cut of her newly earned cash later, she learned the couple had booked a suite, and were currently the only guests on the entire floor.

      Perfect.

      One quick elevator ride, a flash of the badge, and a final dip into Bullet’s burger fund (she was not looking forward to that conversation) and she secured the elevator attendant’s silence, along with a promise not to let anyone else up until she gave the all-clear.

      The top floor of the Marshall Hotel smelled of new carpet, fresh paint, and Cloud Nine’s Wizard Green Wick Spring Bouquet, and was just as empty as promised.

      She padded to the end of the hall and stopped at the final door, pressing her ear against the wood.

      Closing her eyes, she listened. The room was quiet except for the faint clomp of heels on thin carpet as someone moved inside.

      From her coat, she pulled the tools she’d taken from the Super Deluxe’s trunk: an enhanced Woodsman .22 with a screw-on suppressor.

      Then she rapped her knuckles against the door.

      The footsteps paused.

      “We don’t need room service,” called a feminine voice.

      Mickey knocked again.

      “I said”—louder now—“we don’t need service.”

      She knocked harder. Heavy footsteps stomped toward the door.

      “Listen, you wet rag, I said: We. Don’t. Need. Service!”

      Lips curling into a smirk, Mickey knocked once more. The woman let out an exasperated growl. The door cracked open.

      Mickey tightened her grip on the Woodsman and triggered the enhancement in her bear amulet. Using anima still left her light-headed, but it brought strength. Kodiak strength.

      Mickey kicked. Hard.

      The door slammed inward, crashing into the woman and sending her sprawling, and Mickey stepped inside, gun sweeping the room.

      The penthouse’s sitting area—furnished with a large bar, television, and ornate fireplace—was empty. A pair of open double doors led to the bedroom. She crept forward and peeked in.

      Other than a king-size four-poster bed and some tasteful, high-end decor, the suite was empty. But the bathroom door stood slightly ajar, and from behind it came the splash and patter of a running shower.

      A groan snapped her focus back to the woman. The red wig had slipped askew, revealing dark hair beneath, and a bruise was already blooming on her forehead.

      Mickey crossed the room, pressed the gun to the woman’s cheek, and leaned in close.

      “Unless you want to spend the best years of your life in a jail cell,” she whispered, flashing her fake FBI badge, “you’ll do exactly what I say.”

      Her finger tightened on the trigger.

      “Understand?”

      The woman’s eyes snapped into focus, and she nodded.

      “Good.” Mickey lowered the gun a fraction and flicked her chin toward the bathroom. “He in there?”

      Another nod.

      “Very good. Now. What was in the package you gave him?”

      The woman swallowed hard, voice shaking. “I…I don’t know. The courier said I was supposed to hand it off, so that’s what I did.”

      Mickey raised a brow. “Courier?”

      The woman nodded. “A PS United guy,” she whispered. “Met me at home before I left. Told me to bring it here, give it to Joe. That’s all I know. I swear.”

      Mickey studied her for a moment, then gave a slow nod. “I believe you.”

      The woman sagged in relief.

      “Gather your stuff. Get out. Now.”

      The call girl didn’t need to be told twice. Scrambling to her feet, she hurried into the bedroom with Mickey close behind, frantically collecting her belongings.

      Mickey blinked, taking in the scene as the woman swept up a jumble of whips, chains, and other quasi-torture gear. Only then did she really notice the outfit—leather from throat to toe: a tight bodice, elbow-length gloves, thigh-high boots—each piece clinging to her like a second skin. Ruby earrings and a long, not-quite-matching but equally red crystal hanging from a strap nestled nicely between pushed-up breasts were the only items on her containing any color.

      Impressive, Mickey thought, watching her move with surprising grace despite the getup.

      “Wait.” Mickey lifted a pair of cuffs and a chain threaded with interlocking links. “I’m commandeering these.” She gave the woman a pointed look. “Call it the price of not being more selective with your clientele. Now move.”

      The woman scowled but stuffed the rest of her things into a bag. Mickey grabbed the brown trench coat she’d seen earlier and yanked it just out of reach.

      “Listen.” She raised the gun like a warning finger. “Not a word about this. I’ve got agents watching the building, and someone will check in later to make sure you’re making more legal life choices. Am I clear?”

      The woman nodded quickly.

      “Good.”

      Mickey shoved the coat into her arms and ushered her to the door. “Now, have a nice day.”

      She shut the door behind her and waited for the footsteps to fade down the hall. Then, letting out a slow breath, she turned and began searching the room for the package.

      She found it easily enough—sitting on the dresser, still wrapped in brown paper. Crossing the room in two strides, she had it unwrapped in seconds.

      It was a book. Old. Large. Leather-bound. Its surface cracked and stained with the oil of countless hands. The title, nearly worn away, was still just legible enough, carved into the scarred hide:

      THE BLESSING OF POGROM.

      She flipped it open. It was handwritten by multiple authors, centuries apart, if she had to guess. Her eyes skimmed the pages, xenoglossic ability kicking in, unraveling the layered Latin, Bulgarian, and Sumerian texts.

      She didn’t realize she was holding her breath, until something broke the silence.

      She jolted, gun drawn in a flash, before the sound even registered.

      Whistling.

      Her blood ran cold as the melody sliced through her like a scalpel, carving up memories she’d spent years trying to drown in drink and motion.

      “Horst-Wessel-Lied.”

      The Nazi anthem.

      He used to whistle it while he worked.

      Her grip tightened on the gun, the book already forgotten as she crossed to the bathroom door.

      Breath sharp in her chest, she pushed it open. Warm steam spilled out in curling tendrils. The scent of soap clashed hard with what she saw silhouetted behind the curtain.

      The whistling stopped, and a voice cooed in lilting German: “Now, now, Fräulein. We agreed you were to wait for me. I must wash away my sins first, ja?”

      Mickey’s jaw clenched.

      For a moment, the only sound was the heavy splash of water against porcelain. Then the whistling resumed, echoing off the tiled walls like laughter in a tomb.

      Slow. Deliberate. She stepped into the bathroom. Each stride gained momentum as she reached for the curtain and ripped it open.

      Josef Mengele’s gap-toothed grin barely had time to register surprise before the butt of her pistol smashed into his nose.

      Crack!

      Blood sprayed and she swung again, catching him across the temple. He collapsed into the tub like a marionette with its strings cut.

      Mickey’s pulse roared in her ears and her movements were jerky, unsteady, as she reached for the faucet and twisted off the water.

      Blinking, she looked down at her hands. They were trembling. With the water off, she could hear her own sharp, ragged gasps.

      Get it together. You can fall apart later. Not now.

      She repeated the words like a spell, forcing the storm in her chest back down. Then she looked down.

      Mengele’s hawkish nose was bent at a brutal angle, blood streaming down his face, swirling red through the tub.

      His chest still rose and fell.

      He was alive.

      For now.

      She steadied her breath and triggered the bear amulet. Strength surged into her limbs, and with quick, efficient movements, she flipped him over, cuffed his wrists behind his back using the gear she’d taken from the prostitute, then looped the slip chain around his neck, threading it through the bolted shower rod.

      Once satisfied he was secure, she turned the cold water back on.

      Mengele winced as the stream hit him, a groggy moan slipping from his lips. His eyes fluttered open and he groaned, blinking blearily as his gaze flicked around the room.

      Until Mickey cocked back the hammer on her gun.

      He flinched and his eyes snapped toward her, but with his arms pinned, the motion turned clumsy, and his head cracked against the tub. He groaned again, louder this time as he cursed.

      “You will be silent,” she said in German. “Or I will silence you.”

      Diluted blood spiraled in the water.

      And Mengele smiled. “Ahhh…” he said, voice growing stronger. “I thought I recognized that voice.”

      His grin widened to reveal a cracked tooth. If his nakedness bothered him, he didn’t show it.

      “Frau Bergman. It’s been too long. If I recall, last we spoke, you and that coward Roth were boarding a train to Berlin. Tell me, how did that turn out for you?”

      Mickey’s smile was ice. “Stand up.”

      “You’re as beautiful as ever,” Mengele mused, shifting to brace himself against the tub. “It will be a pleasure to strip that away piece by piece.”

      Mickey smashed the butt of her gun into his hand.

      He screamed, clutching his now-inverted fingers.

      “Oops,” she deadpanned, leveling the gun at his face. “Now. Stand up.”

      Chest heaving, Mengele staggered upright, water spraying in sharp arcs.

      “I have questions,” she said. “You’re going to answer.”

      His face had gone pale, but a slow smile crept back across his lips. “Pain does not scare me, Fräulein,” he rasped. “And you never had it in you to kill.” His eyes gleamed. “You’re weak. Like that coward Ro⁠—”

      Mickey shot him in the foot.

      He screamed, collapsing. She gave only enough slack in the chain to let him crash back into the tub.

      “My foot!” he wailed, clutching the injury.

      She leveled the Woodsman at the other one.

      “Wait!” he shrieked.

      Mickey smiled.

      “Let’s try this again.” She shut off the water. Blood pooled across the bottom of the tub, spreading like ink. “Stand. Up.”

      Whimpering, he scrambled upright.

      “Well done, Joey,” she said, switching to English, voice mock-sweet. “You always were good with pain, weren’t you?”

      She stomped down on his good toes.

      His scream choked off mid-breath as he slipped. The chain snapped taut, lifting him clean off his feet.

      He jerked—legs kicking, mouth gasping at the tightening noose.

      A detached part of Mickey knew she was making too much noise. The suppressed shot had been little more than a wooden clap, but Mengele’s screams, the thrashing, the tub banging against the wall? That was another story. If anyone on the floor below was paying attention, they’d hear.

      But she’d watched this man hand out candy to children. Had heard them call him Uncle Josef, right before he pulled them into surgery. Without anesthesia.

      She’d just have to move fast.

      “Okay, Joey,” she said, voice calm over the scratch of his gurgling breath. “Here’s how this works. I ask a question. You answer.

      “If I like what you say, you get to breathe. If I don’t…”

      She shrugged, letting him thrash.

      “Well. You’re a smart guy.”

      Mengele’s face darkened to a deep purple, veins bulging at his throat like angry worms, but his eyes never left hers.

      “First question,” she said, loosening the chain just enough to let him drop back onto his feet. “I’m looking for six missing women. Your friends the Demon Lords took them. What do you know?”

      Mengele sagged against the wall, gasping. His foot bumped the tub, and a fresh cry tore from him. He spat a thick gob of blood and phlegm into the drain.

      “They are cogs,” he panted. “Components of the grand design.”

      Mickey tamped down her disgust at the reverence in his voice.

      “By the Nine…” she muttered. “I forgot how dramatic you are. Fine, Joey, I’ll bite. How do the women fit into this grand design?”

      “A proper weapon needs a trigger.”

      Her brow creased. “Weapon? What kind of weapon?”

      His bloodied grin widened. “The theory is far too advanced to waste an explanation on the likes of y⁠—”

      Mickey yanked the chain again, slamming him back. “Try again.”

      She let him drop. He struggled upright, wheezing.

      “The Blessing…of Pogrom…” he rasped. “It continues the great work. The ultimate achievement. Too long have we allowed cancers to fester. The Blessing cleanses the impurities. The High Minds bring the fire—wash clean the old and rotten, excise decay. What remains will be new. Fresh. Pure.” His eyes gleamed. “We, the chosen few, will scrape the world clean. Start a⁠—”

      Mickey jerked the chain again. “I don’t have time for one of your manifestos, Joey,” she said. “How do the Demon Lords fit into this holy bubble bath?”

      Mengele wrinkled his nose like he’d smelled something foul. “Peons,” he spat. “Lower beings. Tools wielded by their betters.”

      Mickey nodded. “Uh-huh. What about the other gang—LME?”

      Mengele chuckled. “My how little you know, Fräulein.” He coughed. “The High Minds are no mere gang. We are a worldwide collective. A catalyst.”

      Mickey waved her gun like she was swatting a gnat.

      “Yes, yes, we’ve already covered that. I get it. I want specifics. What does that have to do with a bunch of drug dealers?”

      His grin returned. “They are the hands of the council. Those who shall wield the weapon.”

      She gave him a long look. “How?”

      His fever-bright eyes locked on hers, but he didn’t answer.

      Mickey rolled her eyes. “Oh, fuck you,” she muttered, raising her gun.

      Every weapon needs a trigger.

      Her mind snapped the pieces into place.

      “It’s a ritual,” she realized. “A curse. Or something like it. And the six women…they’re the trigger. You’re going to sacrifice them.”

      Mengele’s grin faltered. She was on to something.

      “You’ve been talking like it’s already in motion,” she pressed. “What’s the timeline? When does this happen?”

      Mengele started to chuckle again.

      So she shot his other foot.

      His legs buckled. The chain went taut as he crumpled, choking, barely keeping his head above the choke line.

      “Tell me!” she shouted, jamming the barrel to his forehead. “Or I swear to the gods, you won’t see another sunrise!”

      He struggled for footing, but that same sick fervor burned in his eyes. His voice rasped, thin and triumphant:

      “Have you not seen the news? Halloween will be quite the to-do this year.”

      The laugh that followed was ragged and strangled.

      Mickey blinked.

      What day is it?

      October 27.

      Less than four days.

      But if they needed the women for a ritual, that meant they were still alive.

      There was still time.

      She eyed the choking, laughing man.

      “And the little gift your friend brought you?” she asked. “What is it? Some kind of instruction manual?”

      Mengele’s face twisted in fury. “You are not worthy to look upon such holy texts!” he howled and lunged.

      Mickey pulled the chain hard. He swung backward, gagging on his own rage.

      “Ah. There’s the Joey I remember,” she said dryly. “Unless you want me to pause this conversation while I grab some matches—I suggest you calm down.”

      Mengele stilled.

      Mickey studied him.

      That was way too fast.

      Whatever was in that book, it mattered. Her stomach twisted. She needed to get to Mononobe. Needed his FBI contacts.

      But first…

      She smashed the handle of her gun into Mengele’s face. Bone crunched and he slumped without ceremony, a final rasp hissing from his throat as his weight sagged into the noose.

      Mickey exhaled and turned toward the door. She’d meet up with Mononobe, and⁠—

      Halfway across the bedroom, a flash of motion streaked toward her head. Her body reacted, but not fast enough.

      Pain exploded at the back of her skull, and suddenly she was on the ground.

      How’d I get here?

      Heavy footsteps thudded against the thin carpet behind her, and the last thought she had before everything went black was that she really needed to get her money back from the bastard running the elevator.
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          WALTER MAKES AN EXCHANGE

        

      

    

    
      October 27, 1951

      “Ten minutes till drop, Special Agent.”

      The FBI surveillance truck buzzed with activity. Cigarette smoke, cologne, and the metallic ozone tang of activated magical runes thickened the air, amplifying its claustrophobic nature, turning the cramped space into a pressure cooker of sweat and static.

      Techs hunched over consoles, barking rapid-fire codes, pinning markers onto a sprawling map of Golden Gate Park’s Music Concourse.

      Near the door, Walter Franklin fought the urge to vomit. What in all the hells am I doing here?

      He was an academic. His world was one of quiet studies, administration, and board meetings. Not ransom notes. Not life-or-death stakes.

      And certainly not this.

      Yet here he was. His son—his little boy’s life—depending on what he did next.

      Isn’t this what you wanted, Walt?

      The spotlight. The chance to be a hero.

      A sneer twisted inward, sour and sharp.

      Well, here it is, old boy.

      His stomach twisted tighter, a violent, gut-churning knot. He hunched forward, desperate for air. Fingers trembling, he reached into his pocket, and drew out the small figurine Evelyn had pressed into his hand before he left.

      Carved from Mozarkite—a swirling pink flint found only in their home state of Missouri—the figurine depicted the Archangel Michael, sword tip resting against the ground.

      She’d made it herself.

      For him.

      To help bring their son home.

      His fingers traced the delicate details. The craftsmanship was exquisite—the kind of work that demanded immense patience and care.

      He hadn’t even known she’d taken up carving.

      A sharp rap against the partition snapped him out of the spiral. Agent Crane slid it open. “How’s it looking out there?”

      “The Carnaval’s playin’ merry hells with the traffic, sir,” the driver called back. “Never seen the park like this. Short of poppin’ the flashers and siren, we’re crawling.”

      Crane’s expression curdled as if he’d bitten into a lemon. “Do what you can.”

      He shut the partition, turned to Walter, and forced his face into something that resembled reassurance. “You remember the plan, Dr. Franklin?”

      Walter nodded.

      “I need to hear you say it,” Crane pressed.

      What in damnation have I done to deserve this?

      Walter squeezed the angel harder, its edges biting into his palm.

      What, indeed.

      “Dr. Franklin.”

      He swallowed, throat dry.

      “The drop is at nine a.m. I leave the briefcase with the money near the fountain. Then I walk to the sphinx outside the de Young Museum and wait. Someone will tell me where to pick up Johnny, and I get my son back.”

      Crane gave a tight nod.

      “We have agents hidden throughout the area, listening in through your wire,” he reminded. “Is the earpiece comfortable?”

      Walter touched the tiny, flesh-colored device in his right ear. It seemed alien, like an itch he couldn’t scratch. “You’re sure your men won’t be seen?”

      “My team’s the best in the country at what they do,” Crane assured, voice tightening. “Their top priority is Johnathan’s safety. They’ll be close enough to act, but far enough to keep our hand hidden.”

      A glint of steel entered his eyes.

      “Once you and Johnathan are safe, we’ll tighten the noose on those bastards.”

      Walter couldn’t bring himself to smile.

      But he nodded.

      “You’ll keep me updated?”

      “On everything that matters.”

      He exhaled, slow and uneven. “Okay. Thanks.”

      Crane patted his shoulder. “You’ll do fine.” Then he turned back to the front of the truck and knocked on the partition.

      “Pulling up now, sir,” the driver called. “Sixty seconds.”

      Crane glanced back.

      “Ready?”

      Walter wanted to tell him how stupid that question was, but he held the angel tightly, grabbed the briefcase, and nodded.

      The truck rolled to a stop and the side door swung open. Before he could process it, he was outside and the vehicle was pulling away, leaving him in a swirl of musty, somewhat sweet-smelling exhaust.

      He sucked in a breath. The crisp autumn air wasn’t refreshing. It was suffocating.

      The concourse roared around him.

      A teacher, harried and breathless, herding a clattering flock of children, bumped into him. He stepped aside, blinking against the flood of color and noise.

      They’d warned him it would be busy.

      But this?

      This was pandemonium.

      The park had been transformed into one of three sites for the city’s Carnaval de Otoño ceremonies. Bright orange, yellow, and brown streamers fluttered wildly in the breeze. Cinnamon and caramel, fried food and sweat tangled in the air, clashing with the bile rising in his throat.

      It felt like a fever dream.

      Crane’s voice cut through the noise, sharp and precise despite a crackle of static.

      “You have a little under ten minutes until the deadline, Dr. Franklin. I suggest you get moving.”

      Walter nodded. The Rideout Memorial Fountain, the drop spot, was dead center in all this chaos. He had to move.

      He shifted his weight to take a step forward.

      Or…

      He tried.

      What?

      His feet felt heavy. Impossibly heavy. Too heavy to move.

      Oh no…

      “Is everything all right, Dr. Franklin?” Crane’s voice crackled.

      Walter looked up. Horns blared. Voices shouted. Brakes screeched as waves of museum-goers flooded the streets. His eyes darted over the sea of bodies. There had to be hundreds on foot, even more packed into vehicles clogging the roads.

      And every one of them was staring at him.

      An absurd memory of an API board meeting where city officials pushed to place a SPEC relay tower here flickered. As he stood in this maelstrom, the idea felt even more absurd.

      His tower at the API campus already monitored properly calibrated magical signals for hundreds of miles.

      If people just used a little foresight…

      “Dr. Franklin?” Crane’s tone sharpened. “Walter! You have five minutes left. Move.”

      He tried to answer. To lift a hand. But his lungs refused to expand. The harder he tried, the worse it got.

      What if they forgot something? Misunderstood the instructions? What if he left the briefcase in the wrong place? What if the kidnappers spotted the agents? What if they killed Johnathan?

      He stood there, frozen.

      I can’t do this. I should run. Abandon everything.

      He—

      Pain. A sharp sting in his thumb.

      He flinched, looking down. Blood smeared across Evelyn’s angel.

      He’d squeezed it so hard it punctured his skin.

      The pain snapped him back. He adjusted his grip. The stone wasn’t heavy, but it was solid. Grounding. His lungs opened. He could breathe again. Walter scanned the crowd, pulse still hammering.

      “Agent Crane?” His voice was steadier than he expected.

      “I copy you, Dr. Franklin,” Crane said, voice tight. “But you have ninety seconds. Move!”

      Walter stepped into the street. A delivery truck lurched into his path, forcing him back before he could work his way around it. He fought his way toward the fifty-foot-wide circle at the heart of the concourse, weaving through the maze of booths and tents, dodging workers hauling crates and equipment, squeezing through knots of people too oblivious to get out of his way.

      At its center rose a ten-foot sculpture—a saber-tooth tiger wrestling a serpent, or what was left of one. Time had stolen its head, leaving it looking like a giant stone fire hose.

      “Twenty seconds,” Crane warned through a haze of static.

      Walter’s heart slammed against his ribs. He broke into a sprint, breath tearing from his lungs, circling toward the drop site. Clutching Evelyn’s angel, he slowed just enough to set the briefcase against the fountain’s stone wall, then kept moving, easing into a walk once he reached the other side.

      “Did I make it?” he panted.

      “You did…Walter!” Crane said, static shredding the words. “Nine a.m. exactly. Now head…de Young’s courtyard…wait to be contacted.”

      A ragged breath burst from his chest. Relief, sharp and sweet, flooded his limbs. He turned, retracing his steps. His head cleared. His vision sharpened. The world came back into focus.

      For a fleeting moment, he almost felt normal.

      Then he passed a man seated on a bench, newspaper raised. As Walter drew closer, the man looked up. Their eyes met. Walter kept walking, but a chill traced down his spine.

      He glanced back.

      The man had stood, and started to follow him.

      Walter’s stomach twisted.

      “Agent Crane,” he murmured. “I…I think one of the kidnappers is following me.”

      Static crackled in his ear.

      “What…that, Dr. Franklin?” Crane’s voice fragmented, garbled. “There…to be…interference…having trouble…what…saying.”

      Walter’s pulse spiked. His throat clenched. “You cut out, Agent Crane,” he whispered, tapping the earpiece. “Is everything okay?”

      More static.

      “Dr…copy me?…experiencing…—ifficulty. Agents…follow y—…sphinx as planned.”

      Walter’s heart stuttered. He checked over his shoulder. The man was still there. Thirty yards back.

      “Agent Crane?” he tried again, panic rising.

      Only static answered. Walter’s breath quickened as he picked up his pace. Behind him, the man matched it.

      “Agent Crane!” he nearly shouted, shoving through a group of children, ignoring scandalized glares from frazzled teachers.

      The man was jogging now.

      Walter turned and ran.

      He reached the de Young Museum’s courtyard, its massive stone sphinx standing sentinel. His head whipped around, scanning for the promised agents.

      All he saw were kids. Teachers. Festival-goers. No backup.

      “Agent Crane?” he yelled.

      This time, not even static answered.

      Walter spun back. The man had slowed as he approached, as if nothing had happened. Their eyes met again.

      And he smiled.

      Walter’s jaw clenched and he gripped Evelyn’s angel so tightly it bit into his thumb again, drawing more blood. The sight hardened something in his resolve he hadn’t known was there.

      This was the final straw. These sons of bitches had been toying with him too long.

      He was here to get his son back, and gods damn them, he’d do exactly that. He squared his shoulders and met the man’s gaze. He was ready to fight.

      Then the man’s gaze shifted to something behind Walter.

      Walter’s stomach dropped.

      He whirled, fists held up defensively.

      Just as a little boy and a woman with matching red hair burst past him, running straight into the man’s arms.

      Walter’s knees nearly buckled from the release of breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. It tore from his chest, dragging the tension out of him like barbed wire.

      What’s next, Walt? Want to go back and fight some of those kids you almost trampled?

      Still drowning in humiliation, he was unprepared when something tugged at his jacket. He spun, arm half-lifting, ready to strike, and almost backhanded the little girl standing behind him.

      “What do you want?” he snapped.

      Dark skinned and kinky haired, wearing a secondhand dress and leggings, she shrank back from his glare.

      He swallowed hard, the anger evaporating in an instant.

      And now you’re terrifying children. Well done, old boy.

      Thank the gods he’d swung high.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, softening his tone and forcing something close to a smile onto his lips. “You startled me. How can I help you?”

      The girl wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Uhm…” she began, then suddenly burst out, “Amansaidtogiveyouthis.”

      She said it so fast it ran together, then dropped a folded slip of paper and disappeared into her class before he could stop her.

      “W-wait,” he called, lunging for the note before the wind could snatch it away.

      Look for the man wearing a yellow ribbon inside the aquarium. You have five minutes, or you’ll never see your son again.

      It hit like an ice pick to the gut.

      “Crane!” he roared, scanning for someone—anyone—who could help.

      But like before, only silence answered.

      He was alone.

      And he had five minutes.

      His fingers crushed Evelyn’s angel as he tore toward the Academy of Sciences and the aquarium. The world blurred, terror narrowing his focus to a single, desperate goal. Cars honked. Someone shouted. But they were irrelevant. His legs burned, lungs clawed raw, but he pushed harder than he ever had, sprinting across the concourse, vaulting museum steps, slamming through the front doors, ignoring protests as he barreled past waiting patrons.

      The turnstile? No time.

      He leaped over it.

      Inside, he paused just long enough to get his bearings. Holding a stitch in his side, he scanned the room. He was in Cowell Hall. The API’s annual fundraiser had been here. He knew the layout.

      The Steinhart Aquarium was across the building. His muscles burned. His teeth clenched.

      Four minutes.

      What’s the fastest way?

      Movement caught his eye—a doorway leading outside.

      The courtyard.

      He sprinted through, trampling manicured paths, dodging slow-moving patrons. The southern entrance to the aquarium loomed ahead.

      Sucking in lungfuls of air, he ripped open the door.

      Sharp pain tore through his side, but he checked his watch.

      Three minutes. I made it! Now all that’s left is…

      Walter’s heart jumped into his throat.

      A man stood inside an enclosed exhibit, wearing white shirtsleeve coveralls. Middle-aged. Watching him with an unsettling smile.

      And pinned to his chest…

      Was a yellow ribbon.

      Walter’s blood boiled.

      He stepped forward, voice cracking as he bellowed, “What the fuck have you done with my son?!”

      The entire aquarium froze. Over a hundred children, parents, and teachers turned as one, gaping at him.

      Walter blinked. To his horror every single one of them was wearing a yellow ribbon. His rage wavered.

      What is this?

      His head snapped up. Above the exhibit, a massive sign loomed:

      THE STEINHART AQUARIUM SUPPORTS OUR TROOPS!

      Off to the side, another:

      OCT 24–29: In celebration of the Peace Treaty Signing, the Academy of Sciences will be handing out yellow ribbons in honor of our active military members and brave veterans. Thank you for your service! Pick up a complimentary ribbon at any of the museum and aquarium’s main entrances!

      The man—just a staff member feeding live alligators—cleared his throat.

      “Umm,” he said, uneasy. “I…I’m sorry, sir, but do you need help?”

      Walter hesitated.

      He had three…no…two minutes left.

      What do I do?

      The air inside the aquarium was thick and warm, and sweat poured down Walter’s face as he stared at the crowd gawking back at him. Any other day, any other time, he might’ve been mortified. But dread drowned everything else out.

      How the hells am I supposed to find the right man if everyone’s wearing a damned yellow ribbon?

      His fingers clenched around Evelyn’s angel.

      Whatever it takes.

      Without another thought, he shoved past the crowd.

      “Johnathan!”

      He sprinted through exhibits, down twisting corridors, veering at random, driven by raw desperation.

      Tanks blurred past, water refracting light into fractured rainbows. He rounded a corner, and stopped dead.

      He’d run into a dimly lit hallway. Small tanks lined the walls. A rope blocked the entrance.

      A sign read: UNDER MAINTENANCE. NO ENTRY.

      His breath heaved.

      “Johnathan?” he called into the stillness.

      After a second of silence, he turned and almost collided with a man. A janitor. The man was tall. Broad-shouldered. With midnight-dark skin and swirling tattoos climbing up his neck.

      Walter pulled back, but the man’s grip was iron.

      And then…

      “CALM DOWN, WALTER.”

      “Let go of me!” he snapped, struggling. “I need to⁠—”

      He froze.

      The man had used his name.

      His pulse thundered. His eyes dropped to the man’s chest.

      A yellow ribbon.

      Shock pinned him in place. He didn’t see the second janitor until another hand clamped onto his arm.

      “Wh-who are you?” he gasped, yanking at their grip. “Are you the people who took my son?!”

      “IF IT’S ANSWERS YOU SEEK, YOU’LL HAVE TO GO WITH THEM.”

      The men dragged him toward the darkened hall.

      “Wait!” He twisted, struggling harder. “Where…where are you taking me?!”

      “IF YOU KEEP FIGHTING, WALTER, JOHNATHAN WILL BE KILLED.”

      He froze. The voice hadn’t come from either man. It echoed inside his head.

      “I…I…” He gasped, panic flooding him. “I just want my son back! Give me back my son!”

      “AND YOU SHALL HAVE HIM. AS LONG AS YOU GO WITH THESE MEN.”

      A cold, foreign pulse threaded through his mind, and the words softened, turning gentle. Soothing. Like being wrapped in a thick blanket on a freezing day.

      He was so close. He just had to follow.

      And so, he stopped fighting.

      Another voice, this one distant, faint, called from behind. Was that Agent Crane? Was he screaming?

      But it was too far away. Irrelevant.

      Then a gunshot cracked. Someone screamed.

      Walter jerked, but before he could turn, the janitors shoved him through a door marked “AQUARIUM STAFF ONLY.”

      A wave of humid air slammed into him, thick with algae and stale salt water. They were in a maintenance area where catwalks and ladders crisscrossed above massive tanks, a labyrinth of pipes and metal walkways.

      Walter followed them up a grated metal staircase, shoes squeaking on rusted steel. They led him past smaller tanks and coral displays, and stopped at the ledge of the largest tank in the facility.

      Walter peered over the railing. The water below was dark, almost inky. A reef spread beneath the surface, fish weaving through coral formations like spectral phantoms.

      The voice murmured again.

      “COME TO ME, WALTER.”

      Walter gripped Evelyn’s angel.

      “B-but…my son,” he rasped. “Where is he?”

      “COME TO ME AND YOU WILL SEE.”

      “But…”

      Hands shoved him forward.

      He fell.

      Not far—just a few feet—but the shock stole the air from his lungs. Salt scorched his throat. His suit soaked through, dragging him down like an anchor.

      He kicked.

      Flailing.

      Choking.

      “DO NOT FIGHT, WALTER. THIS WILL ALL BE OVER SOON.”

      Something coiled around his ankle. The instant it touched him, everything inside him froze.

      Panic.

      Fear.

      Terror.

      He was aware of them, but it was like watching a storm behind a sealed window.

      They no longer mattered.

      A trembling sigh escaped his lips.

      He stopped struggling.

      The water folded around him, cool and soft, welcoming.

      He let it pull him under.

      Deeper.

      And deeper.
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      Walter woke up screaming.

      Or trying to scream.

      His throat was raw, shredded. All that came out was a hoarse screech.

      Pain racked his body, the muscles in his legs and back cramping, seizing, but it was nothing compared to the blinding daylight stabbing into his eyes.

      He groaned, raising a hand to shield his vision, and his balance tilted.

      His hand shot out, grabbing something.

      A pole.

      What?

      He looked down.

      He was sitting on…a horse?

      Not an actual horse. A wooden one.

      His gaze darted around.

      Wooden horses. A circular platform.

      Music. Laughter. Murmured voices.

      A carousel?

      A children’s playground.

      He knew this place.

      Across from the stadium.

      How’d I get here?

      He shifted.

      His shoes squelched.

      Wet. Soaking wet.

      Why am I wet?

      His chest tightened.

      The aquarium.

      Memory slammed into him.

      “Johnathan!”

      He tried to move.

      His legs buckled. He hit his knees hard. Pain lanced up his bones.

      Gasps rippled around him.

      He lifted his head.

      People?

      There were dozens? Hundreds?

      They stared.

      Confused. Afraid. Suspicious.

      Hands touched his arms, voices pressed in.

      Asking questions. Shouting for help.

      He ignored them.

      He didn’t care.

      It didn’t matter.

      Nothing mattered.

      Not the pain.

      Not the questions.

      Not the blood still dripping from his fingers.

      Only one thing.

      They lied.

      They took his son. They never planned to give him back.

      I failed.

      Again.

      Tears burned his eyes. His shoulders shook.

      My boy. My son. Gone.

      And then a voice.

      Small.

      Clear.

      Impossible.

      “Daddy?”

      A shiver raced up Walter’s spine.

      The crowd vanished. The noise vanished. The pain vanished.

      His body moved before his mind caught up, lunging to his feet so fast the crowd gasped.

      Please.

      His head snapped around. Vision swam. The world tilted.

      Oh gods, please?

      The haze cleared.

      A little boy stood among the crowd.

      Light brown hair. Dirty school uniform.

      No! Not a little boy.

      My little boy.

      “Johnathan.”

      Tears blurred his sight. His breath hitched. His knees buckled.

      Johnathan ran.

      Walter caught him.

      Sobbing. Shaking.

      His boy.

      His son.

      He clutched Johnathan to his chest.

      Walter Franklin had found his son.

      And this time, he’d never let go.
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          WHISKEY GOES TO CHURCH

        

      

    

    
      October 27, 1951

      Whiskey grunted as he hauled a massive, weathered book from a shelf in the Blessed Workers’ Spiritual Church’s cramped library.

      The tome was easily four inches thick, bound in cracked, blemished leather, or something that only resembled it.

      Its original title had long since been replaced by a seared-in brand bearing a single word:

      TAINTED.

      “Remind me again,” Passenger cut in. “Why a so-called priest owns books like these?”

      Whiskey’s gaze swept the room behind the chancery. Shelves overflowed with volumes devoted almost entirely to one subject: forbidden magic.

      “Voodoo starts with the belief that everything is spirit,” he murmured, placing the book onto a small table already piled with others. “The Baptistes see themselves as guardians of those spirits. Makes sense they’d monitor what they’re guarding against.”

      He checked his watch. “Ready?”

      Years spent in the monastery’s library had made him a skilled reader, but the handwritten text, with its miserable penmanship, archaic grammar, and haphazard blend of languages, promised to be an excruciating process.

      Or it would have, if he didn’t have Passenger.

      “Of course I’m ready,” it snipped. “Though if this one’s like the last five, and not written in a language you know, it won’t matter.”

      “I understand,” Whiskey muttered, shaking residual tremors from his fingers.

      Rest had dulled the hunger’s edge, but his body still ached, and a dull throb pulsed behind his eyes.

      “Just pay attention. McFinn’s due back around midday, and I want this done before Felix returns.”

      “Jawohl,” Passenger pulsed, heel-clicking with a mental salute. “I live to serve, mein Führer!”

      Whiskey took a breath and began flipping through the pages. He didn’t need to understand the words, just scan them long enough for Passenger to capture each one.

      Passenger handled the rest, breaking it down and analyzing faster than any speed-reader could dream.

      Even so, it took nearly twenty minutes. By the end, Whiskey’s mind felt muzzy, his limbs numb.

      He stretched, forcing awareness back into his body.

      “Summarize.”

      “It’s a compendium from several generations before the Great Revelation. Mostly speculation, hearsay, theories about hunting necromancers.”

      “Perfect,” Whiskey muttered, stifling a grunt.

      Cutting off his anima to recover meant losing the automatic healing Integrity provided, and his lower back spasmed uncomfortably.

      How did people live like this?

      “Anything useful?”

      “Not sure,” Passenger replied, pausing. “But it’s interesting. Did you know necromancy is a misnomer?”

      Whiskey tilted his head. “Explain.”

      “Necromancy literally means ‘death magic,’ but according to this, no such thing exists. What people call necromancy is actually the practice of acquiring and converting anima.”

      “Acquiring and converting?” Whiskey asked. “You mean stealing.”

      “I imagine a necromancer would argue those unable to defend what’s theirs don’t deserve to keep it.”

      Whiskey’s lips twitched. “All right. Any listed weaknesses?”

      “Plenty. But most remain untested, disproven, or outright refuted by later authors.”

      Whiskey’s smile faded. “How helpful.”

      “What did you expect from a book branded Tainted?” Passenger said dryly. “If obvious weaknesses existed, someone would’ve published them during the war.”

      “So nothing except an interesting note on bad nomenclature,” Whiskey said, exhaling heavily. “Another dead end.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Passenger said. “Just that there are no direct weaknesses. There is, however, consensus on necromancy’s limits.”

      Whiskey began stacking the books into a pile. “Better than nothing. What are they?”

      “To begin with, siphoning anima from a more powerful source is all but impossible. Regulating stolen anima is already a delicate process under typical conditions—when the source is stronger, the difficulty increases exponentially. There’s a hard limit to how much external anima a siphoner can contain before it overwhelms them entirely.” It chuckled. “There are fascinating examples of fools who tried. One verbose author compared the remains to a tick that⁠—”

      “So gods and godlings are safe,” Whiskey cut in, standing to return the books to their shelves. “But most people remain vulnerable?”

      Passenger pulsed a negative. “Both points are only partially correct. We’ll return to the divine—start with higher life-forms. Humans and mythics specifically. They possess something that makes their souls, their anima, untouchable: mortal will.”

      Whiskey paused from his search of the shelves, but didn’t interrupt.

      “From the will to survive to the willingness to sacrifice oneself, every living thing has innate will. That will protects the soul, making it indestructible, and depending on its strength, impervious to external threats.”

      “That makes things difficult for anyone trying to drain them.”

      “Exactly why fledgling necromancers pick easier targets—plants, animals, that sort of thing.”

      Whiskey frowned. “What happens when they move past neonate status?”

      “Most find ways around a mortal’s protections.”

      Whiskey nodded. Given recent history, he’d assumed as much. “How?”

      Passenger’s reply carried quiet certainty. “Even Troy’s great walls fell, eventually.”

      It took Whiskey a moment to grasp the implication. When he did, his breath hitched, and he straightened.

      “People allow it? Let their anima be siphoned?”

      Passenger pulsed inquisitively. “Is that so hard to believe?”

      Forgetting the books, Whiskey returned to his seat, a bitter smile ghosting across his lips as he bobbed his head, accepting the point.

      Of course it wasn’t hard for him to believe. His ability to amplify emotions was only one of countless ways to subvert a person’s will. “Fair point. What happens after they drain a soul?”

      “Applications of power are too many to summarize,” Passenger hedged. “But there’s a final stage—a pinnacle.”

      Whiskey tensed. “Which is?”

      “Lichdom.”

      A chill traced Whiskey’s spine. “Lichdom?”

      “Returning to the divine,” Passenger explained, “they don’t have the innate protection of will that mortals do. A necromancer’s greatest obstacle to siphoning their power is the strength gap. But magic, like any skill, improves with practice. And necromancers, given their ability to gain power by siphoning from others, are snowballs rolling downhill. With enough time and material, they can become avalanches.”

      Whiskey let out a low whistle. “Eventually, even gods wouldn’t be safe.”

      “Which likely explains why so few necromancers remain.”

      Whiskey exhaled. “Does it explain how a necromancer becomes a lich? And more importantly, how to kill it when it does?”

      “The precise details of the ritual remain unknown,” Passenger admitted. “However, most sources agree on the core principle: a necromancer becomes a lich by severing their soul from the body.”

      Whiskey blinked. “But wouldn’t that…”

      “Kill them?” Passenger finished. “Yes and no. Death, in the usual sense, begins when the soul departs the mortal vessel—but necromancers circumvent that. Instead of allowing the soul to pass on, they seize it and bind it to another vessel—what the text refers to as a phylactery.

      “That binding enables them to transfer their will from one body to the next, while the soul remains securely anchored.”

      Whiskey rubbed his chin. “So even if the body’s destroyed, the soul survives. Clever, but risky. They’ll always need another vessel prepared.”

      “It’s more of a risk than you think. According to this, there are limits to how far they can be from their phylactery, which is why liches are normally so territorial. And the transformation requires a tremendous amount of anima. That’s why they’re so rare.”

      Whiskey frowned. “To move means they have to move their phylactery as well—revealing their weakness. Making them vulnerable. How is this not common knowledge? I’d assume in a war where a large portion of the enemy’s forces were necromancers, they’d want everyone to know how to fight them.”

      “How should I know the inner workings of your information networks?” Passenger replied with a mental shrug. “Perhaps they genuinely didn’t know. Or perhaps they did and kept the knowledge to themselves so they could exploit it more effectively. There are always reasons. Whether they’re sensible, or worth agreeing with, is another question entirely.”

      Whiskey shook his head. He’d spent most of the war in the Pacific, where the Empire of Japan waged a very different kind of fight, but even so, he’d have wanted to know. The thought unsettled him.

      “Fair enough,” he muttered, exhaling hard and pushing the thought aside. “Either way, to kill a lich permanently, you have to destroy the phylactery.”

      A deep, rolling voice cut through the quiet.

      “Sho ’nuff.”

      Whiskey turned to see Felix standing in the doorway, his usual grin in place, a tray balanced in his hands, silver cloches hiding whatever meal he’d brought.

      “Makes gettin’ rid of them sons of guns a right chore.”

      Whiskey lifted an eyebrow. “How’d it go?”

      Felix’s grin dimmed as he set the tray down. “George made no promises, but he agreed to talk.”

      Whiskey nodded. “When?”

      “Tomorrow mornin’. First light. Figure it’s good news. Means he can’t be plottin’ an attack on Isaiah while he’s talkin’ to us.”

      Whiskey sighed. He hadn’t expected much. “I suppose that’s the best we can hope for. Thank you.”

      Felix waved it off. “Stop all that. You’re the one doin’ the heavy liftin’.”

      He tilted his head, expression shrewd. “Qui ça dit, Kin? They say talkin’ to yourself is a sign of self-awareness, but only if you’re actually talkin’ to yourself.”

      Whiskey stiffened, but Felix chuckled and clapped his shoulder.

      “Hey, listen, if you don’t wanna palaver, I won’t press. Just know there’s a perfectly useful set of ears sittin’ right here if you change yo’ mind.”

      Passenger let out a derisive tsk, and Whiskey was about to echo it when he sensed Felix’s aura.

      It held the same quiet, genuine concern he’d picked up from Jasmine.

      Felix was worried.

      About him.

      Whiskey hesitated.

      It made him feel…

      He wasn’t sure.

      But a small, unbidden smile touched his lips.

      “This is why you don’t make friends with Cajuns,” he muttered. “They can’t help sticking their noses in your business.”

      Felix’s laugh broke through the tension like the first rays of morning sun. “Yep! We the worst. Specially when someone we care about’s strugglin’.”

      Whiskey’s smile faded slightly, and he fidgeted with the edge of the table. The idea of sharing this information left him with an odd sensation. Similar to, but not quite the same as, the anticipation of a fight. He wondered why that was.

      “It’s been years since I spoke to anyone from the monastery,” he said finally. “But in the past three days, they’ve reached out twice—once to request that I see the monastery’s leader, and again to warn me about complications in this case.”

      Felix tilted his head. “That’s a good thing, no?”

      Whiskey hesitated, then shook his head. “I’m not so sure. My relationship with the Brotherhood is…complicated. Before they died, my parents begged the monastery to take me in. The head monk agreed. They raised me. Trained me. Taught me how to control my…”

      He trailed off, unwilling to finish.

      “They did their best,” he said instead. His shoulders slumped. “But I’ve been nothing but a disappointment.”

      Felix snorted. “Bullshit.”

      Whiskey looked up.

      “If I know anythin’ about you, Kinichiro Mononobe, it’s that you ain’t no failure.”

      Felix clapped a heavy hand on Whiskey’s back. “You’re one of the best men I know, a dear friend.” He smiled. “A true guardian. And if those featherbrains wanna sit around disappointed ’cause you ain’t perfect, as if any of ’em are, well, that’s on them.”

      He removed the cloches, revealing Whiskey’s usual order.

      “Now eat somethin’, will ya? Jazz said I can’t come back till this tray’s empty. And while you’re at it, tell me why you’re readin’ that gods-forsaken book.”

      Whiskey’s stomach clenched at the sight of the food. He didn’t need to eat as often as humans, but the fare from Cat Felix’s had always been worth eating anyway.

      Still, he hesitated.

      A guardian.

      It wasn’t the word so much as the certainty with which Felix had said it. As if there were nothing to question.

      Whiskey stared at the tray for another moment, then picked up his fork.

      As he ate, he told Felix everything.

      Felix listened, interrupting only for clarification, but when Whiskey reached the vampires, his eyes widened.

      “Controlled? You’re certain?”

      Whiskey paused, a final bite of yolk-laden toast halfway to his mouth.

      “As certain as I can be. The way they moved—it was like watching puppets on the same strings. And Butcher practically admitted it before he changed. Why?”

      Felix stroked his beard thoughtfully. Then, with a quiet grunt, he rose, crossed to a filing cabinet, and returned with an overstuffed folder. “It’s common knowledge necromancers’ bread and butter is the undead,” he said, letting Whiskey glimpse the folder’s cover—a photograph of a younger Felix in a military uniform.

      “It’s why folks started callin’ ’em necromancers in the first place. But despite old wives’ tales, vampires ain’t undead. Yeah, they cursed—but they alive, same as you or me. Means they got their own mortal will.”

      His voice dropped to a hush. “And that means no necromancer—hells, no lich—can puppet ’em like you described. That takes somethin’ else.”

      Unease prickled up Whiskey’s spine. “What else is there?”

      Felix gave a slow shake of his head. “There’s a theory. Somethin’ no one’s ever been able to prove—but I’ve been lookin’ into it since…” His voice caught. “For the last five years or so.”

      He cleared his throat, the weight behind his words heavier now.

      “As you’d expect, liches keep to themselves. But that ain’t ’cause they fear hunters. They’re strong enough to give any A-Class—hell, even some S-Class—trouble. No, a lich’s biggest threat ain’t no hunter.”

      His eyes darkened.

      “It’s other liches.”

      Whiskey frowned. “Why?”

      Felix unfolded a large map of the Mediterranean Basin.

      “They want each other’s hoard of souls. Far as I can tell, it’s only happened three times in history. But when it did, one of ’em got sneaky—lucky—enough to ascend even higher.”

      He handed Whiskey the map.

      “They don’t stay regular liches. They become somethin’ else—a kind of super-lich. A lich with power not only over the undead, but necromancy itself.”

      Felix tapped a finger on the map.

      “Think on that a minute. Not just vampires. Anything that uses necromancy—anything that siphons anima—falls under their thrall. That ringin’ any bells?”

      Whiskey’s pulse quickened. “The war…You’re saying one lich caused all that?”

      Felix’s eyes met his, heavy with sorrow and something else—something colder. When he spoke again, the Cajun’s normally steady aura trembled with something that drained as he was, sent a tingle of Hunger coursing through Whiskey’s soul.

      Fear.

      “Not a lich,” Felix said quietly. “A Lich Lord. Called himself Odacavar.”

      Whiskey studied him.

      “You’re sure?” he asked. “There were no official reports. Nothing even hinting at this.”

      He had no reason to doubt Felix, but in his distracted state, his mind struggled to keep pace. Mussolini’s undead had spread across the Mediterranean and Africa like a plague—abominations that never stopped, never tired, never took prisoners. Entire cities wiped from existence. Populations decimated. Even in a war filled with horrors beyond imagination, the Mediterranean campaigns had been among the bleakest.

      Felix snorted.

      “Right,” he snapped. “’Cause the powers-that-be were so honest ’bout that war. Imagine if folks learned this was possible. Whole damned world’d drown in power-hungry fools tryin’ to follow Odacavar’s footsteps.”

      Whiskey shook his head slowly. “But…how do you know this?”

      Felix’s aura control faltered, and the sudden burst of rage nearly stole Whiskey’s breath. The big man slammed his fist into the table hard enough to send a sharp crack echoing through the room.

      “Because my son died killin’ the damned thing,” he roared.

      Whiskey blinked. Being near such raw emotion was like a shark being hit in the face with chum.

      But to his surprise, sensing that pure, undiluted fury from Felix—a man who called himself Whiskey’s friend, a man who had shown him nothing but kindness—felt wrong.

      Even Passenger stayed silent.

      So keeping his voice as quiet as possible, he looked him in the eyes, and said, “I’m sorry, Felix. But this is far beyond anything a civilian—even a high-ranking voodoo priest—should know. I need proof.”

      Felix’s face twisted into a snarl, but he froze, and Whiskey watched—felt—him wrestle his aura back under control. He exhaled, eyes closing.

      When they opened again, the storm had faded like mist after a thunderclap.

      “They classified Junior’s death,” he said, voice rough and low. “Said he died on a mission that ended the fighting in Europe. Well, that wasn’t good enough for me. So I started diggin’.”

      He slid the folder across the table, revealing the photograph Whiskey had glimpsed earlier.

      At first glance, Whiskey had thought it was Felix. Now he saw the uniform was more modern, the brow sharper, the lips fuller.

      More like Jasmine’s.

      Felix Junior.

      Whiskey opened the folder. A note was clipped to the first page, scrawled in a tight, familiar hand:

      Now we’re even. —C

      His gaze dropped to the documents beneath. A partially redacted wartime report. He began scanning, then froze when he read the title.

      Operation Silent Strike.

      A shiver crept down his spine.

      What in all the hells?

      He knew this mission. He had taken part in it.

      Memories threatened to rise, uncoiling like smoke beneath his skin. Images of the roiling black mass of the Void over his shiro, growing, thriving, made his stomach twist uncomfortably. He remembered the quiet words of a self-proclaimed bad man.

      Words that had changed his life.

      “All my boys had the touch,” Felix said, pulling him back. Whiskey looked up to find him staring down at his hands. “But Junior was the strongest. Took to workin’ his like a hog to mud. Someone noticed, so he got pulled into a real special unit—the kind that worked behind enemy lines.”

      It took a great deal of control, but Whiskey forced his mind to stay on task and kept reading.

      What he saw made him pause. Silent Strike hadn’t been a single mission. It had been a coordinated, multipronged operation.

      Most of the specifics were blacked out, but one report remained largely intact. It detailed a team operating in Poland—nowhere near the Pingfang District in Harbin, where Whiskey had served.

      Junior’s team.

      He read on. The unit had encountered an enemy S-Class HVT.

      Odacavar.

      Whiskey’s eyes lifted to Felix. The man’s voice tightened.

      “The Baron must’ve been guidin’ Junior’s steps ’cause they caught that couillon on the move. Was wearin’ his damn phylactery like some kinda jewelry. Guess he thought no one would know what it was.”

      He swallowed hard. A tear slipped down his cheek.

      “But my boy…he’d known. He’d felt it and knew exactly what to do. And he’d…”

      He drew a shuddering breath.

      Whiskey read the final lines:

      Ninety-five percent casualties.

      Asset not recovered.

      Target confirmed neutralized.

      Mission Determination—Success.

      Whiskey’s fingers tightened around the file, the paper crinkling under the pressure. He looked up. “The horde didn’t collapse because they killed multiple necromancers,” he said quietly.

      Felix’s chin lifted. “It’s ’cause they killed one.”

      Whiskey shook his head. The report confirmed every word.

      He looked back to Felix. Though he could no longer sense his aura, the pain in his friend’s eyes was unmistakable. He knew he should say something—offer comfort, acknowledgment, anything.

      But no words came.

      It made him feel…

      He wasn’t sure.

      So he looked away.

      He didn’t deserve this man’s friendship.

      “Since when is it your job to worry about anyone’s feelings?” Passenger asked quietly. “You have enough on your plate, Kinichiro.”

      A sharp knock at the door made him jump, and he turned away.

      Felix exhaled, rubbed his face, and cleared his throat. “Viens voir.”

      Tre entered, balancing a platter stacked with fresh beignets and steaming coffee.

      “What’s buzzin’, cousins! Y’all ready for a snack? Mom asked me…” He froze midsentence, eyes darting between their expressions. “Uh…I mean…ahem. Someone left a message for you, Whiskey.”

      Whiskey tipped his head. “Message?”

      Tre cleared his throat.

      “Yeah. Some cat called Bruno. Left his number. Mom asked me to fetch you, figured I’d bring a little somethin’ to⁠—”

      “Thank you, Tre,” Felix interrupted, saving the flustered youth. “You can go.”

      “Thank Bondye,” Tre muttered, beating a hasty retreat.

      Felix sighed, rubbing his temple, though a hint of his usual smile returned as he watched his son leave. “They good boys, but they still boys.”

      Whiskey returned the smile, though it felt wooden. “May I use your phone?”

      Felix gestured toward the back room, and Whiskey stepped inside, dialing the number Tre had given him.

      Bruno picked up after one ring.

      “Mononobe,” he said, voice tight. “Good. Listen, Sadie’s made a run for it.”

      Whiskey’s eyebrows lifted. “That was fast.”

      “Pissant must’ve realized I was onto him and lost his nerve,” Bruno growled. “Put in for leave less than an hour ago. Claimed family emergency. I put a tracker in his vehicle, but the weasel found it. Went dark about ten minutes ago.”

      A door shut in the background.

      “Which is why I stuck another bug in his wallet.”

      Whiskey smiled. “Nicely done.”

      “Yeah, I’m a fuckin’ genius. What’ve you got on the necromancy angle?”

      Whiskey told him.

      “You gotta be fuckin’ kidding me,” Bruno muttered. “All right. Give me six hours. After that, give the word, and we’ll bring the pain.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant. I’ll keep you informed.”

      Whiskey hung up and dragged a hand down his face. The weight of the situation threatened to bury him in worry.

      The Way was clear.

      With everything he’d learned about LME, he should broaden his focus. To do the right thing meant taking them down entirely, not just finding the missing women. The numbers had shifted. LME looked more and more like the primary target.

      So why couldn’t he shake the feeling he was making a mistake?

      He looked around the empty room. Its silence pressed in, thick and suffocating.

      “What the hells am I doing?”

      Predictably, the room had no answer.

      But Passenger sighed. “What you always do,” it said. “You and I both know you’re not about to back down just because the obstacles turned into titans.

      “And while it may not seem like it, your goals haven’t changed. But trying to absorb everything at once will drive you mad. Take it one step at a time. You still need to find Hallie, or at least enough proof to clear Isaiah and stop the Saints’ war, correct? Everything else can wait.”

      Whiskey exhaled, pulse steadying. He wasn’t sure what surprised him more—Passenger’s words, or how much they helped.

      “And hey,” it added, “perhaps the bounty hunter’ll stumble into something that solves all your problems.”

      A breath of laughter escaped Whiskey, loosening the knot in his shoulders. “We can dream,” he replied, then said out loud, “Thank you.”

      An awkward silence lingered before Passenger projected something like a throat clearing.

      “Yes, well. If you’re determined to pursue this ridiculous quest, you’ll need all the help you can muster. Now get moving before the Cajun finds you moping and asks about your feelings again.”

      Whiskey huffed quietly, straightened, and stepped back into the main room.

      The tray was gone, and Felix sat watching him, most of his usual vim restored. “You good, cuz?”

      Whiskey’s small smile grew warmer as Passenger pulsed an eye roll and grumbled something unrepeatable about Cajuns.

      “SFPD is standing by. But I need evidence that LME’s dirty before they can move. Works out, since I also need something tangible on Hallie. So George and Isaiah don’t start a war.”

      He exhaled, forcing confidence into his voice. “I’ll cover both by following the factory angle with Miss McFinn. If this Lich Lord objects…”

      His smile turned sharp. “I’ll object harder.”

      Felix’s expression sobered. “Either way you slice it, you’re gonna need specialists on this one.”

      Whiskey’s smile faded. He’d expected that response, but guilt and gratitude still twisted together inside him. “If it comes to that. Thank you, Felix.”

      Felix winked, eyes sparkling as they rose and walked toward the exit.

      The Blessed Workers’ Spiritual Church was the largest voodoo parish on the West Coast. Its high-arched walls and creamsicle ceilings loomed over robin’s-egg blue pews and a kaleidoscope of stained glass windows. Candelabras, chandeliers, and wall sconces shimmered faintly, still aglow with residual anima left behind by congregants long gone.

      For Whiskey, walking through so much emotional resonance was like a bloodhound wading through perfume. Which was why he didn’t notice the danger until he’d propped open the front doors.

      “Watch out!” screamed a panicked voice an instant before Passenger snapped, “Get down!”

      Time dragged for a torturous second as Whiskey whipped his head around. Six men in biker leathers leveled automatic weapons at the doorway.

      And opened fire.

      Shots hammered the air, flame and fury roaring as Whiskey triggered Ambition and dived inside. He hit the floor hard, rolled behind a pew, and twisted as he drew his gun and caught sight of the entrance.

      What he saw turned his blood to ice. Felix, lacking both Whiskey’s instincts and Gifts, stood frozen in the doorway. Whiskey shouted his name. But it was too late.

      He braced for the impact. Expected bullets to tear through flesh, wood, and stone.

      But it never came.

      He froze.

      The church still echoed with thunder, but there were no splinters. No sprays of dust. No blood.

      Whiskey lifted his head, locking eyes on the doorway where every bullet, enchanted or not, hovered motionless inside a translucent, prismatic sphere.

      The barrier rippled, absorbing each impact without yielding. Felix stood behind it, calm. His expression touched only by quiet reproach.

      Then the high priest of the Blessed Workers’ Spiritual Church began to chant. His eyes glowed with opalescent light as energy of the same color surged from the altar, rising around him like a living, shimmering river—forming a radiant cape. The cape rippled as he stepped forward, one thick finger raised at the attackers.

      “Arrêtez.”

      Their weapons jammed, glowing white-hot. Shouts of pain erupted as they dropped them. Snarling, fangs bared, the attackers tore through the barrier, charging like rabid jackals.

      Felix didn’t flinch. With calm, almost casual confidence, he raised both hands and roared, “SOYEZ PURIFIÉS!”

      His voice boomed with the weight of the Loa as a wave of brilliant, rainbow-hued light erupted, crashing over the bikers.

      Through the blinding glare, Whiskey saw them freeze mid-charge, bodies convulsing as they lifted off the ground. They spasmed wildly. And from each one, something dark, twisted, and vaguely human ripped free.

      The creatures screeched and writhed as the light tore chunks from their forms. When the last one disintegrated into shadowy dust, Felix lowered his arms.

      The wave receded, and all six men crumpled to the ground, unconscious.

      Heart racing, Whiskey steadied himself, blinking away lingering spots as he approached Felix.

      “That was…impressive.”

      Not even showing the faintest trace of whiplash, Felix shrugged.

      “Them boys oughta know better than to attack Workers in their own church.” He glanced down. “They enough juju in these walls to stop artillery shells, let alone some sissy magic bullets.”

      Outside, a crowd had gathered. Uno, Duo, and Tre pushed their way forward.

      “Uno,” Felix called. “Please call the police.”

      Uno nodded and hurried back to the diner.

      “Damn,” Duo muttered, eyes wide. “I just served them boys. Sorry, Pops. Shoulda realized they was bad news.”

      Felix shook his head. “No apologies, son. We serve anyone willin’ to walk through our doors.”

      “Sweet Legba!” Tre yelped, pointing. “What’s wrong with them?”

      A collective gasp rippled through the crowd as the bikers’ skin shriveled, hair paling, bodies withering like raisins.

      Felix grunted. “Father Time’s collectin’ missed payments.”

      Whiskey crouched beside one man, now appearing to be in his eighties, and checked his pulse. Slow and steady.

      Duo whistled softly. “Lucky they weren’t older. Coulda been messy.”

      Uno returned. “Cops on their way. Need me to…gah!”

      A blur of bright purple launched forward, almost tackling Felix.

      “Sweet Erzulie!” Jasmine Baptiste cried, gripping her husband tight. “Are you all right?! I was in the kitchen when the shooting started! Woulda been here sooner, but Raul got his bell rung diving for cover and knocked a pot on his silly head!”

      “He’s okay, Mamma,” Tre offered. “Just servin’ up a miracle to some baddies.”

      Jasmine turned, pulling her large sons and Felix into a crushing embrace. “Thank the Saints for keepin’ us safe,” she whispered, tears streaking her face.

      The boys squirmed until Felix wrapped his arms around them.

      “Amen,” he murmured, and they stilled, melting into the embrace.

      Whiskey shifted uncomfortably, scanning for an exit before someone pulled him into the family huddle—when a familiar scent caught his attention.

      It was faint, but unmistakable. Sickeningly sweet, like rotting fruit. His spine straightened, though the shift was subtle enough to go unnoticed.

      “Passenger?”

      “Alleyway. Between the diner and the church.”

      Whiskey moved casually, as if stretching his legs. The alley was empty except for a large dumpster, but the scent lingered.

      He turned, feigned disinterest, then triggered Ambition and lunged. His fingers closed around something just above the dumpster. Pain lanced up his arm as whatever he grabbed was spiny and wriggled like a fish on a hook, but he clenched his teeth and squeezed harder.

      A strangled squawk split the air as something shimmered into sight. Thin lips peeled back from a gaping, beak-like mouth filled with needle-sharp teeth. A long, forked tongue darted out, licking the back of Whiskey’s hand.

      His fingers went numb, and the creature twisted free.

      With Ambition, he was still faster than any gunslinger. Whiskey drew with his off-hand, leveling his pistol as the thing hit the ground.

      “Wait!” it yelped, yellow eyes wide as its neck and tail retracted into itself like a turtle, wings raised in surrender. “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot! We’re on the same team!”

      Whiskey kept the gun trained on the creature, giving him a good look. It resembled a rooster—if roosters weighed fifty pounds, were spiky and featherless, had bat wings, and could stretch their neck and tail nearly six feet.

      “Same team?” he asked, flexing numbed fingers as he allowed Integrity to seal the punctures.

      “Well, yeah!” The creature rolled lavender eyes, tone suggesting Whiskey should’ve figured that out. “That’s why I saved your bacon earlier.” It shrugged. “Okay, the worker probably had it covered, but I definitely tried.” It jabbed a claw toward him. “I know you heard me.”

      Whiskey blinked. “Passenger?”

      “I vote to shoot it.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Can you tell if it’s lying?”

      Passenger hesitated. “Whoever shouted that warning sounded like this creature. But its aura is too alien to read clearly.” It pulsed a shrug. “My vote still stands.”

      Whiskey lowered the gun and released his Gift.

      “That’s right,” the creature said, head bobbing forward with a bright grin. “Team Scary.” Its neck extended, spiky brow arching. “Hey, how’d you find me, anyway?”

      “Your smell,” Whiskey panted through the whiplash. “It’s subtle…but I’ve smelled it before.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You’ve been following me.”

      The creature rolled its now bright blue eyes. “Don’t flatter yourself, bub,” it huffed, eyes flickering to bright green. “I wasn’t followin’ you.”

      It scratched its chin. “Okay, maybe a little. Because she asked. But mostly, I was watchin’ the boss’s back.”

      “Boss?” Whiskey tilted his head. “You mean Miss—uh—Mickey? You’re her protector?”

      The creature puffed its chest, razor grin widening. “Yep! Me and the boss are partners. Name’s Bullet. I’m her number one pal, ace in the hole, secret weapon, her…”

      It froze, eyes wide.

      “Which is why I’m here! We gotta go!”

      “Go where?”

      Bullet nodded wildly, eyes flickering from ruby red to jet black.

      “Oh, she’s gonna be steamed when she finds out.”

      It danced from foot to foot.

      “I was supposed to follow those guys, but I didn’t want to, so I followed her instead—which, don’t tell her, okay? But then she was doin’ this guy in the shower, and another guy banged her when she wasn’t even lookin’!”

      Whiskey stared.

      “…What?”

      Bullet wagged a claw.

      “Now ain’t the time to be slow, Mr. Scary! The boss is in trouble! They took her to the factory!”

      Whiskey clenched his jaw.

      Of course McFinn had gotten herself into trouble.

      “You don’t owe her anything,” Passenger cut in. “She dug this grave. Let her lie in it.”

      Whiskey nodded but found frustration churning in his gut.

      The Way said that McFinn was worth protecting if he could, but her single life was not worth sacrificing the lives of many. It was simple math, and unfortunately for the rash bounty hunter, she’d fallen on the wrong side of the equation.

      So then why had that nervous feeling—a kind of sinking in his stomach—returned?

      Nintai’s words filled his mind.

      “I know you will do what’s right.”

      But they were followed by another voice.

      The voice of Felix.

      “A true guardian.”

      Whiskey considered the situation.

      It was likely as bad for the bounty hunter as it could possibly be. If she was even alive by this point, she’d no doubt be under heavy guard, maybe worse, in a facility that Whiskey had no prior knowledge of, let alone any understanding of its defenses.

      To sneak in would require a level of stealth beyond⁠—

      His eyes shifted to Bullet, still fidgeting anxiously.

      Whiskey sniffed the air, blinking.

      Nothing.

      Even his heightened senses couldn’t detect a trace.

      It can even hide its smell.

      The beginnings of an idea began to form in his mind.

      If he played this right…

      Forcing earnestness into his voice, Whiskey exhaled slowly. “What can you tell me about this factory?”

      A loud gurgle filled the alley.

      It took him a moment to realize it was Bullet’s stomach.

      Whiskey smiled. “Do you like hamburgers, Mr. Bullet?”

      Bullet’s eyes glinted sky blue. “See,” it said, already fading and blending into the alley wall like a chameleon. Its voice echoed from everywhere and nowhere. “This is why I’m Team Scary.”

      Passenger pulsed an irritated eye roll. “You should’ve shot it.”

      A whisper brushed past Whiskey’s ear, light as the breeze. “But can we take them to go?”

      Picturing Bullet’s wide, razor-filled grin, Whiskey suppressed a shudder and turned back toward the diner.
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          MICKEY RIDES THE TRAIN

        

      

    

    
      July 9, 1944

      The countryside blurred past in streaks of shadow and shifting silhouettes.

      Wind howled across the caboose’s narrow open-air platform, whipping loose strands from her tight SS-Helferin bun into her face, drowning out everything but the shriek of the train’s whistle.

      But Mickey didn’t notice.

      She was too busy wrenching on the garrote.

      The guard thrashed, but his vampiric strength was useless against the glowing runes etched into the wire, crafted for this exact purpose.

      Mickey pulled harder, arching her back to draw every ounce of leverage. Gradually, his struggles weakened. Then ceased.

      Body trembling, she let the corpse spill over the edge of the platform, gulping in air as she steadied her breath enough to keep moving.

      She had to hurry.

      Owen would be back any second.

      With practiced motions, she pulled the small crystals from her pockets and placed them into the gas lamps at the back of the caboose. The flames flickered as they shifted from warm orange-yellow to an eerie green, and she slipped inside just as the door on the far side of the car opened and the men returned.

      Rushing forward, tears glistening in her wide eyes, she cried, “Help! It’s Fritz! He fell!”

      Owen, wearing his Roth persona—short blond hair, snub nose, pristine German uniform—snapped his head toward her.

      “What?” he yelled, moving toward the platform.

      The guard with him, another vampire named Heinrich, followed, reaching for his rifle.

      “How did…” he started.

      Mickey’s rune-etched blade carved a crimson line across his throat. Heinrich staggered, rifle clattering to the floor as his hands flew to the wound. Owen spun, sidestepping the arterial spray, and seized the dying man, then heaved him over the railing.

      As Mickey watched Heinrich’s body tumble along the tracks, a dark shape swooped down from the star-pocked sky. She instinctively raised the rifle, her breath catching, but held her fire when she recognized the Deva.

      He dived fast, forcing Owen and her to scramble clear of the landing just as he swept in.

      With wings painted black to blend with his combat gear and an ever-present armored chest plate, the Deva slipped through the narrow sliding door with practiced ease. Seeing the rifle, he raised his hands in a disarming gesture and winked.

      “Easy there, toots. I come in peace.”

      “I sure hope not,” Mickey said, lowering the gun and securing her loosened hair back into a tight bun as she eyed the massive winged man. “Did you really only bring swords to a gunfight?”

      The winged mythic’s dazzling smile didn’t falter.

      “Guns scare me,” he said with a shrug. “And they ain’t the only thing I brought.”

      He opened his combat vest to reveal, alongside his rapier and dagger, a bandolier of grenades.

      Mickey shook her head, but couldn’t help returning his grin.

      “You are certifiable, Carmine.”

      “If we could focus, please,” Owen cut in, making sure the window connecting to the next car was properly obscured.

      He extended a hand toward Mickey, and she reached beneath her skirt to retrieve two metal files from a holster strapped to her inner thigh.

      Carmine arched a perfect brow, his expression anything but angelic. “What else you got hidden under them skirts?”

      Mickey smirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

      Together, they knelt and began grinding at the protective sigil carved into the caboose floor. The metal screeched, shavings flaking away until the sigil flashed once, and the abjurative ward collapsed with a quiet pop.

      “You’re up, Sergeant,” Owen said, dusting off his hands.

      Carmine grinned. “You two are exactly as advertised, Captain.”

      He closed his eyes, and went very still. The humidity inside the caboose spiked, and the scent of pine trees filled Mickey’s nostrils.

      Then he spoke. The words thrummed with power, vibrating through the thickened air.

      Mickey didn’t recognize the language, but as a xenogloss, understood every word.

      “Grant passage to your chosen. Let the gate of your will open!”

      She winced.

      “Does he have to be so loud?” she muttered to Owen.

      Owen shot her a quick smile, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes. He was still hurting from their argument, but he was here, moving forward with the plan.

      She’d just have to fix it later.

      Carmine’s eyes snapped open. A ball of radiant light shimmered above the broken sigil. The Deva’s muscles bulged as he made a slow, deliberate motion—like pulling aside a heavy curtain.

      The sphere expanded and stretched until it formed a six-foot-tall archway. Carmine’s arms trembled under the strain, but the portal held.

      One by one, his team stepped through.

      The moment the last man crossed, Carmine dropped his hands, and the portal snapped shut.

      “Phew.” He wiped his forehead. “You lugs are heavy.”

      “Report,” said Lieutenant Harry Osgood.

      Tall for a human, he still had to look up to meet Carmine’s gaze.

      “Everything’s going to plan, LT,” Carmine answered. “The Kellys got it covered.”

      Osgood nodded, shifting focus to Owen and Mickey.

      “We’re on schedule,” he said. “Davies confirmed the bridge in Oppeln was taken out before we ported in.”

      “Good.” Owen checked his watch. “We’re about forty-eight minutes from the next bridge. Proceed as planned.”

      “Any wrinkles?”

      Owen glanced at Mickey. “The train’s loaded with guards, but so long as the distraction holds, Captain McFinn and I should reach the asset without issue. Once we secure the target, we move fast to the roof, where the sergeant can port us out.”

      Osgood nodded and turned to a young man with ebony skin, his gaze fixed on the car ahead.

      “Junior?”

      Junior frowned, letting his rifle hang from its shoulder strap. In one hand, he clutched a dried gourd.

      “They definitely got a lich up there,” he murmured, disgust flashing across his normally easygoing face. “And he’s got his phylactery here somewhere, like we hoped. I can feel it…”

      A small smile crept across his face.

      “It’s movin’, sir. I think he’s got it on him.” The smile faded as he concentrated. “But…”

      Mickey caught the brief tension in Owen’s jaw, though he stayed silent.

      Osgood’s tone sharpened. “What do you feel?”

      “Zombies,” Junior said flatly. “Lots of them.” He hesitated, expression tightening. “And this lich…it’s different.”

      Mickey and Owen exchanged a look.

      “Different how?” Owen asked.

      Junior shook his head. “I don’t know. This one’s just…more.”

      Osgood’s frown deepened. “Is it going to be a problem?”

      Every eye turned to the team’s chaplain and medic. Junior Baptiste’s voodoo was their shield against the Nazis’ necromantic defenses. For a moment, the only sounds were the rhythmic clack-clack of the train on the rails and the muffled rush of wind.

      Junior shook his head. “No, sir. If I get the drop on him, I can hold him. But now that I’m closer…” He swallowed. “This one’s big, sir. It’s gonna take everything I’ve got just to keep him pinned. If it comes to a fight, you boys’ll have to break his phylactery.”

      Osgood studied his necromancy specialist for a beat, then nodded.

      “Well, we expected wrinkles,” he said, turning to the rest of the team. “Gods willing, it doesn’t come to that, but you’ve all been briefed. You know what to do. Look for anything anchoring him. Might glow. Might be hidden. Stone, container—it doesn’t matter. That has to go before the bastard stays down.”

      A quiet, steady chorus answered.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And meanwhile, we’ve got a train to sabotage. Clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” they repeated.

      Osgood nodded once. “Very good.”

      He turned to the two nearly identical, dark-skinned elves Mickey recognized as shadow walkers.

      “Marcel. René. You’re up.”

      The brothers nodded and began whispering in unison.

      Every shadow in the car shuddered. Like ink blooming on water, darkness spread—fluid and deliberate—enveloping the team. Their forms blurred, features distorting, until they melted seamlessly into the shadows.

      Mickey watched as, one by one, Osgood’s team vanished like humanoid chameleons. Before Carmine’s features were lost to the dark, he shot her a wink.

      “What could go wrong?” he said as his face dissolved into shadow.
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      A muffled whump shuddered through the car.

      Pressing her back against the steel wall, Mickey ignored the reek of death and decay as she peered through a gap in the now-empty pen, watching the distracted guards beyond.

      Somewhere in the distance, faint, eerie screams tangled with the sharp cracks of gunfire. The soldiers were doing their part.

      Now it was their turn.

      She shifted, muscles taut, and glanced at Owen. He checked his watch and held up two fingers. Then eight.

      She nodded. Twenty-eight minutes until the train reached Oppeln and its abrupt stop.

      With a mischievous tilt of her head, she waggled her eyebrows as she unbuttoned her blouse. Owen frowned an instant before he rolled his eyes and loosened his belt in response.

      Grinning, she combed her fingers through her hair, mussing the tight bun, though careful not to dislodge what was hidden inside. Without a word, they rounded the corner. The guards jerked up their rifles, but relaxed at the sight of Hauptsturmführer Roth and his well-known mistress.

      “What’s going on?” Owen demanded, buckling his belt. “Helferin Bergman and I were…uh…inspecting the back of the train. Where are the leichen?”

      The guards exchanged uneasy glances. One swallowed hard.

      “We’re under attack, sir! The Italian took his damned leichen to the—gck⁠—!”

      His words cut off as Owen’s arm exploded into fur and claws, slashing his throat with a single, brutal swipe.

      The second flinched, rifle rising, but Mickey buried her rune-etched blade in his neck before he could react.

      He gurgled, staggered, and collapsed.

      Owen wiped his claws on the dead man’s sleeve as his hand reverted to human form.

      Mickey crouched low, peering through the car’s windowed door.

      Two elite SS troopers stood outside the luxury car, with two more inside.

      “One more stop,” she whispered.

      Owen slid a wooden-handled Stielhandgranate from his pack.

      “No need to be quiet from here,” he said, unscrewing the safety cap. His eyes met hers. “Ready?”

      She met his gaze. There was so much she wanted to say—how sorry she was, how he was everything she wished she could be, how much she loved him.

      Instead, she cocked a grin and drew her Walther P38.

      “Ready,” she said.

      Owen yanked the cord and cracked the door enough to toss the grenade.

      The explosion tore through the platform, flinging the guards aside.

      He wrenched the warped door open, and Mickey slipped through, gun raised. The two inside were still reeling. She fired twice. They dropped. Without pause, she stepped closer and finished the job—one round to each head.

      The car was well appointed, lined with red carpet, leather furniture, and framed art along the walls. A flicker of motion caught her eye, and she spun, gun ready—but it was only Owen, securing the car.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      Mickey blinked. The air was thick with gunpowder and char. She must have imagined it. “Nothing.”

      Owen’s smile was faint. “Then focus, will you?” He nodded toward the far wall. “Target’s right there.”

      Mickey’s pulse quickened. The safe was massive—taller than she was—and traced with faintly glowing runes. She holstered the pistol and stepped closer, fingertips brushing the symbols. She wasn’t an abjuration expert, but she’d studied this safe long enough to know it could shrug off a direct hit from a bunker buster.

      But no ward was perfect.

      She pressed her palms to the cold metal and Boosted. Her anima surged, seeping through the heavy bolts, threading into the steel like liquid light. The air hummed as the safe’s nature amplified—its structure tightening until it groaned under its own strength. Runes blazed bright, and the air turned sharp with the tang of overheating metal.

      A tremor rolled through her as the whiplash left her breathless and lightheaded, but she stayed upright, forcing herself back as the door began to glow red-hot.

      “Step back,” she warned, as the metal screamed—a high, keening wail—then cracked outward.

      Smoke, thick and metallic, curled into the room as it swung open. Inside, nestled deep in the vault, sat a plain wooden box no bigger than a shoebox.

      Still wobbly, Mickey shot Owen a crooked grin. “Is that it?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      Then slapped her hard across the face.

      Pain exploded through her cheek as she hit the floor, the impact knocking the wind from her lungs. “Owen—what⁠—?”

      The surrounding air warped and twisted. A ripple spread through the room, and four figures stepped out of the distortion.

      Three were SS Elites, weapons drawn and aimed at her. But the fourth…the fourth made her blood run cold.

      It was taller than the others, its emaciated, glistening purplish skin stretched taut over an unnatural frame. Jet-black eyes—fathomless and empty—regarded her with alien curiosity as the tentacles where its mouth should have been writhed in slow, deliberate rhythm.

      An Illithid Wahrheit.

      “Well,” it mused, its rich voice laced with amusement, “it appears you were correct, Hauptsturmführer Kelly. I shall have to speak with the Führer’s safe makers about their interpretation of the word ‘impregnable.’”

      Two troopers moved in, wrenching Mickey’s arms back, stripping her of her weapons with practiced ease.

      The creature sighed. “Alas. You did well.”

      Mickey stared in disbelief at one of the Nazi High Command’s shadow soldiers—the true force behind the Axis war machine.

      And beside it stood Owen.

      His face had gone pale, his body tense, trembling.

      Then he smiled. And bowed his head.

      “Anything for the Wahrheit.”

      The betrayal hit Mickey harder than his slap ever could. She hardly felt the rough hands restraining her.

      “Owen,” she choked, her voice breaking. “Why?”

      He met her eyes, but what looked back wasn’t her husband. It was a hollow shell—cold, obedient, empty. Not even a flicker of remorse.

      “You should have abandoned the mission when I asked.”

      The Wahrheit chuckled. “Your mate belongs to me, Frau McFinn,” it said. “And soon, so will you. I have use for someone of your abilities.”

      Mickey’s blood ran cold. It was every Allied soldier’s nightmare to fall under the control of a Nazi Wahrheit. And the damned mind flayer had taken Owen.

      Fury seethed through her. She lunged at the Illithid. “Fuck you, you damned squid!”

      The guards caught her before she got far, and Owen stepped forward, slamming his fist into her stomach. The blow drove the air from her lungs.

      The Wahrheit chuckled as Mickey sagged in their grip.

      She was still gasping for breath when the far door hissed open and a beardless dwarf stepped through, clad in the crisp tan of the Italian Regio Esercito.

      His skin was waxy, almost translucent, revealing a spiderweb of purplish veins across his bald head. He moved with a squat, barrel-chested gait that made her pulse spike for all the wrong reasons.

      Behind him came the hunched, skittering zombies.

      Dozens of them.

      They moved with alien precision, dragging what was left of Osgood’s team—three mangled corpses and the broken, but still breathing, Harry Osgood and Junior Baptiste.

      Osgood staggered on a ruined leg, face slick with blood, but his eyes still burned with fury as they locked on Owen.

      “You traitorous bastard,” he rasped—and lunged.

      But the dwarf flicked his wrist, and a sickly green light snapped around Osgood, coiling tight, pinning his arms to his sides as it yanked him into the air.

      His scream cut off in a wet, choking gurgle.

      Junior, one eye swollen shut, shouted, “Let go of him!” as his hands sparkled with opalescent fire.

      The Wahrheit waved a hand. A pulse of unseen force slammed Junior back, his good eye glazing over, hands falling limp.

      The Illithid then turned to the dwarf, who was watching Osgood with the detached amusement of a cat toying with a dying mouse.

      “I want a few alive for questioning, Odacavar,” it said.

      Odacavar frowned, lips curling in irritation, but said nothing.

      The Wahrheit sighed. “Oh, fine. Just be quick.”

      Odacavar’s lips curled into a cruel grin. He turned back to Osgood, twisting his hands as if wringing out a cloth. Osgood’s eyes bulged. His body convulsed. Bones snapped as his legs bent the wrong way. Then, with one final, brutal wrench, they tore clean from his torso.

      Blood and worse spattered across the carpet.

      Odacavar licked his lips and crushed the remains into a pulp, dropping them like trash. The undead swarmed the ruin like starving jackals.

      Mickey thrashed in the guards’ grip. “I’ll fucking kill you, you Nazi squid!” she screamed.

      The Wahrheit didn’t even look at her. “Yes, I’m sure,” it drawled, and to Owen it said, “Hauptsturmführer, see to it we stop. Unfortunate they destroyed the bridge, but we’ll manage on the road.”

      Owen nodded, shoving Mickey toward a guard, then paused, eyes flicking over Junior’s struggling form and the corpses of Osgood’s team.

      “Generaloberst Milsub,” he said, tilting his head, “where’s the Deva?”

      The Wahrheit froze. “Deva?” It whirled on Odacavar. “What Deva?”

      Before the dwarf could answer, a metallic clink echoed from the platform. Everyone turned.

      A zombie stood near the edge, milky eyes staring blankly ahead. Its head tilted as if in thought—then looked down at the grenade nestled against its foot.

      Owen spun.

      “Grenade!” he shouted, diving back.

      The explosion ripped through the car, shattering the chaos. The tightly packed undead absorbed most of the shrapnel, but the force still sent bodies and debris flying.

      Mickey hit the ground hard, head ringing. Smoke curled around her as pieces of zombies rained down.

      A familiar voice bellowed from the doorway.

      “Sorry I’m late! Cutting the brakes on this thing was a real son of a bitch. What’d I miss?”

      “Carmine!” Mickey yelled. “They killed the team!”

      In an instant, the Deva’s expression shifted from amusement, to realization, to rage. With a roar, he drew his blades and hurled himself into the horde.

      Few things would willingly stand against an enraged Deva, but the undead didn’t know fear. They surged forward, shrieking from torn throats and ruined lungs.

      Carmine met them head-on—slicing with a dancer’s grace and a butcher’s precision.

      Mickey lost sight of him in the crush of corpses and smoke. Shaking her head, she staggered to her feet, trying to clear it when she saw the Wahrheit struggling upright, tentacles twitching as it stumbled drunkenly.

      Her fists clenched, and she lunged.

      The Wahrheit turned at the last second, and she drove her shoulders into its chest. They crashed to the floor in a tangle of limbs, grappling.

      The Wahrheit was stronger than its frail frame suggested, movements precise, mechanical. It twisted, slamming her onto her back.

      She locked her legs around its torso, refusing to let go. It wrenched her up and slammed her onto the floor.

      Pain rippled up her spine like fire, and its hand closed around her throat.

      Her breath caught. Vision tunneling. She clawed at its fingers, but the grip tightened.

      Black, fathomless eyes met hers, and she Glimpsed.

      She stood on a barren hill beneath a dead sky.

      The air, the land, was wrong.

      Everything was wrong.

      Bones littered the ground—thousands, millions—bleached white by something older than time.

      A tree loomed ahead.

      Massive and twisted, its black roots leached the last dregs of life from the earth.

      Its branches consumed the sky itself.

      It had taken everything.

      And it wanted more.

      Always more.

      Nothing would ever be enough.

      It turned its awareness toward her.

      YOU’RE NEXT.

      Mickey opened her mouth to scream…

      And snapped back to the train.

      The Wahrheit stared, black eyes flickering with confusion. “What are you?” it rasped.

      Mickey sucked in a raw breath. “Just a gal,” she croaked. “With a knife.”

      Her fingers found the blade hidden in her bun. With a yell, she drove it into the creature’s eye.

      It shrieked, and a psychic wave blasted through the car, nearly knocking her back. Her vision blurred and her ears rang so loud the only sense she had left was touch.

      But that was all she needed.

      She held on, twisting the blade and dragging it down. It thrashed violently, but she didn’t stop—carving through flesh, bone, and inky black blood.

      Then, with one final, violent shudder, it went still.

      Panting, Mickey rolled onto her back, body throbbing, hands sticky with blood. The world spun. Her breath burned in her lungs.

      A zombie lunged straight at her. She flinched, but there was no time to react.

      Then a massive bear, straight out of prehistory, intercepted it midair. The executive car was practically palatial, but the eleven-foot-tall bear filled most of the space as claws and fangs tore through the creature, splattering fetid chunks across the walls.

      The behemoth roared, a deep, resonant sound of triumph, then turned to her—and shrank. Fangs and claws receded. Fur sank into skin. Cloth took its place. And Owen knelt where the beast had stood.

      He wobbled briefly, but steadied when his eyes locked on hers.

      “Michelle!” he gasped, worry raw in his voice as he reached for her. “Are you hurt?”

      Mickey stared at him, dazed. Her mind struggled to reconcile what her eyes and heart told her.

      This was Owen.

      He’d changed back to his actual form—the one he saved just for her. Hands trembling, she touched his cheek.

      “Owen?” she whispered. “Are you…?”

      “It’s me, love.” A smile broke across his face—his smile. “Thanks to you.” He squeezed her hand. “Can you stand?”

      “Y-yes,” she managed.

      His smile deepened. “Good.”

      He hesitated. “Michelle, I’m so sorry. The damned squid caught me when we were⁠—”

      An explosion rocked the train, shaking the floor.

      Owen cursed. “No time! We need to grab the asset and get out of here!”

      More undead surged from Carmine’s battle. From the debris, Odacavar’s glowing green form rose, pulsing with dark power.

      Owen’s grip tightened. “Get the box. I’ll help Carmine. He’s our way out!”

      Mickey clutched his arm. “Be careful, will you?”

      Owen leaned in, pressing a brief, desperate kiss to her lips. When he pulled back, his eyes met hers—soft, steady, promising.

      Then his smile stretched wide as his body shimmered, the human mask falling away, replaced by the towering, primal form of the bear.

      “Go!” he roared, barreling into the undead and necromancer alike, raking and tearing with massive claws.

      Mickey’s pulse hammered, but she tore her gaze away and turned toward the box. It sat untouched amid the wreckage. Hands trembling, she lifted the box. It was heavier than expected, almost slipping from her grasp.

      She hugged it tight to her chest as another explosion jolted the train and Owen’s roar of pain cut through the chaos.

      She spun and saw Owen, suspended in midair, caught in Odacavar’s invisible grasp. The dwarf’s hands twisted, mimicking the merciless motion he’d used on Osgood, and the bear’s scream tore through the din.

      “Owen!” Mickey’s cry cracked, raw with terror.

      Her gaze snapped downward. To a gun half-buried in debris. She lunged, grabbed it, raised it⁠—

      Fired.

      Owen dropped with a heavy thud as Odacavar staggered, but the lich turned, his chest pulsing with eerie green light. His skeletal hand rose, lips curling into a sneer.

      An invisible force yanked Mickey upward, crushing her ribs in an iron grip. Air fled her lungs. Pain surged through her chest. She twisted, fought, reaching for her anima, but the pressure clamped down, her magic slipping away like water.

      Panic surged. She tried to scream, but no air came. Her heartbeat thundered. Her vision darkened as Odacavar’s hungry gaze fixed on her—like a sadistic child studying a toy he was about to break—while his grip tightened.

      She clenched her eyes shut, bracing herself.

      Then…

      Nothing happened.

      Her eyes flew open.

      Odacavar’s brow furrowed in confusion.

      He repeated the gesture.

      Once. Twice.

      Still, she hung there, suffocating but intact.

      The green glow around Odacavar’s hands dimmed, fracturing into a shimmering prism of color.

      Confusion flickered in his eyes. Then fear, as his hands jerked apart, and suddenly, he was the one floating.

      Behind him, Junior Baptiste rose to his knees, his trembling hands glowing in shifting rainbow hues.

      “See how you like it, you son of a bitch,” he snarled, his eyes flaring with prismatic light.

      With a sharp yank, he tore his hands apart, like snapping an invisible wishbone. Odacavar’s mouth opened in a silent scream as his arms ripped from their sockets, spraying blood.

      Carmine staggered into the doorway, undead swarming. Junior flung his hands outward. A shimmering dome of rainbow light burst from his chest, locking into place over the car. The undead froze, then collapsed like marionettes with their strings cut.

      Junior swayed, trembling under the strain, but turned to Mickey.

      “That’s not gonna keep him down long,” he panted, glancing at the lich’s still-glowing form. “We gotta move.

      “Carmine!” he yelled. “Get yo’ lazy ass up!”

      The big Deva, cut and torn, pushed himself upright.

      “You got a big mouth, Baptiste,” he grumbled, but obeyed.

      Junior looked like he wanted to smile but lacked the energy. “Think you got one more portal in you?”

      Outside, the undead slammed against the dome, bouncing off as if it were solid steel.

      Carmine exhaled, nodding. “Might take a little longer than normal,” he muttered, closing his eyes and beginning to chant.

      Junior turned to Mickey. “Get Captain Kelly and the asset,” he said. “Carmine will get us outta here.”

      Mickey grabbed the box and staggered to Owen’s side. Blood pooled beneath him, and her breath caught at the sight of his twisted rear legs.

      “Oh, Owen…” She dropped to her knees, cradling his face. Her tears mixed with soot and blood, matting his fur. “Your legs…can you shift back?”

      His green eyes, filled with pain and fear, met hers. Then looked away.

      “No!” she snapped, gripping his face. “You listen to me, Owen Kelly. You will turn back, you will get up, and we are getting out of this. Do you understand?”

      A tremor ran through him, and he met her gaze. His breath hitched, a sound between a whimper and a sigh. A forest-green glow—fresh, where Odacavar’s was sickly—filled his eyes.

      The bear began to shrink. The shift was slow, agonizing. His pained whine twisted into a strangled scream as his spine twisted back into place. The sound stabbed through Mickey’s gut, but she nodded.

      “Almost there,” she whispered, her voice trembling as she cupped his face. “Just a little more, love.”

      Finally, he lay there trembling and pale, panting hard, but human again.

      “You…” he gasped. “Are so bossy…”

      Relief crashed over her, sharp and overwhelming. Tears blurred her vision as she cradled him, a sob catching in her throat.

      “And you’re a sissy,” she shot back, pressing her forehead to his. “Now get up, Captain Kelly. It’s time to go home.”

      She pocketed her gun, slung Owen’s arm over her shoulder, and, clutching the box to her chest, dragged them toward the dome where Junior and Carmine fought to hold the line.

      So she had a perfect view when Odacavar—arms regrown, bones knitting, sinew twisting—rose to his feet.

      “Carmine!” she screamed.

      But it was too late. The lich lunged, claws tearing into Carmine’s calf. The Deva cried out, staggering as the portal collapsed with a discordant pop.

      “No!” Mickey shouted as Odacavar fired a blast of green energy.

      It struck Carmine square in the chest, hurling him through the gaping hole in the car. His body vanished into the night.

      Junior spun, hands raised, forming a desperate shield. But Odacavar wasn’t aiming for Junior.

      It was aiming for his dome.

      The barrier withstood the first blast. And the second. But on the third, it shattered into prismatic shards.

      The undead swarmed. Junior hurled bolts of light, each strike incinerating a zombie, but there were too many. One grabbed his shoulder.

      “Junior!” Mickey shouted, fumbling for her pistol.

      Odacavar flicked his hand.

      Poison-green force hurled Mickey and Owen backward. The box tumbled from her grasp. She hit the floor hard, rolled to her knees, and fired.

      The bullet struck, but the lich’s wounds sealed. Odacavar sneered—then staggered as a blast of opalescent force struck him from behind.

      Junior, pale and trembling, raised his glowing hands. “The phylactery,” he gasped. “Around its neck! Break it!”

      He flung a final blast, incinerating more undead. Then his light flickered out.

      Mickey’s breath froze in her lungs. She fired shots into the crowd. But it was useless. The undead surged around him. His scream pierced the air as they dragged him down.

      Then the sound of tearing.

      Odacavar rose again, green eyes blazing. It stepped forward. Mickey pointed her useless gun.

      The lich smiled.

      And was completely surprised when a massive, crippled bear pounced on top of it.

      Owen roared, pain and rage twisting through him as he tore into the lich’s throat. With a savage swipe, he ripped the chain from Odacavar’s neck. The phylactery snapped free, clattering to Mickey’s feet.

      Odacavar shrieked, blasting Owen backward. Energy tore through his abdomen.

      Mickey’s breath caught. She watched in horror as Owen staggered and collapsed, blood gushing from his wound.

      “No!” she screamed, vision blurring.

      The lich turned, sneering, as the horde advanced. Fear and adrenaline blended and amplified inside Mickey, turning into something much more potent.

      Wrath.

      “What the fuck are you smiling at?” she snarled, stomping her boot onto the phylactery.

      The casing cracked. Glass shattered. Green light snuffed out with a piercing wail.

      Odacavar froze. Mickey clutched the box, channeling her anima, feeding it with fury.

      Electricity crackled across her skin. Static charged the air. With a scream, she thrust her hand at the horde and unleashed her Storm.

      Lightning burst through the car. A thunderous crack split the air. The blast ripped through undead flesh, shattering windows, tearing another jagged hole in the car. Wind and debris whipped through the space, howling like a cyclone.

      When her vision cleared, there was only one figure left standing.

      Odacavar stood frozen in shock—its body little more than a shredded mass of flesh and bone.

      Then, before her eyes, the lich crumbled into ash.

      Mickey staggered forward as whiplash slammed into her. Her head swam. Legs buckled. She could hardly see, let alone breathe. But she ignored it, forcing her body to crawl to Owen’s side. His human form was still, blood pooling beneath him.

      “No. No, no, no,” she choked. “Get up, Owen. Please. Get up…”

      She touched his face.

      “No,” she whispered. “Not like this…”

      He didn’t move.

      Time seemed to stop.

      And Mickey’s world shattered.

      Tears poured down her face.

      She wailed.

      She screamed so hard her voice broke.

      The train shuddered, tilting as it reached the incline of the bridge and the abyss below.

      A hand clamped onto her shoulder.

      She turned.

      Carmine.

      Bloodied.

      Bruised.

      Wings unfurled, covered in soot.

      Ever-present chest plate scorched but intact.

      “We have to go!” he shouted. “Now!”

      “I won’t leave him!” she husked.

      Carmine’s grip tightened, but his voice was gentle. “Captain…he’s gone. And so are we if we don’t move.”

      Tears streamed down her face.

      She clung to him.

      He pulled her away.

      Desperate, she reached.

      Her fingers snagged Owen’s chain, ripping it free.

      She screamed.

      Fought. Kicked. Thrashed.

      But Carmine was too strong.

      He held on, dragging her toward the large opening in the car.

      The train lurched, metal screeching as it fell.

      Darkness pressed in.

      Her strength faltered.

      And finally, she surrendered.

      Carmine’s wings unfurled.

      With a powerful beat, they soared into the air.

      The last thing Mickey heard before unconsciousness claimed her, as the train plunged into the abyss, was the mournful cry of a lone coyote.
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          MICKEY GETS THE CHAIR

        

      

    

    
      October 27, 1951

      No! Owen!

      Mickey’s scream slipped out as a breathy moan, jolting her awake.

      And into darkness.

      Disoriented, she barely registered the leather straps binding her chest, wrists, and ankles, pinning her to a heavy chair as her body seized, the pain of consciousness biting into her nervous system like a sewer rat on Zeal.

      Agony crashed over her, nerves sparking with pins and needles as her limbs convulsed. She tried to curl inward, but the restraints held her fast. Her body jerked, nausea twisting her gut as the darkness tilted.

      She clamped her eyes shut, teeth gritted, forcing herself not to panic.

      You are not losing it here, not now! Not like this! You got knocked on the head, that’s all. They left you alive, which means they want to keep you that way—at least for now. So breathe, damn it!

      She drew a deep breath. The air was sharp with bleach and disinfectant and stung her nose, but she repeated the thought over and over.

      Eventually, the nausea ebbed and she cracked her eyes open.

      Her enhancements and weapons, including Owen’s bear medallion, were gone. So she focused inward and tested her magic.

      It was only slightly uncomfortable, like dipping her foot into an overheated bath, but her anima came—eager, obedient—and she willed a spark of lightning into her palm.

      Then it hit something and grounded out, snuffed like a spark on metal.

      Frustration and fear surged, and she tugged angrily at the restraints. Instead of cold metal, her wrists met leather—the kind used to restrain mental patients. Beneath the leather, something rigid bit into her wrists—etched, humming.

      She exhaled through her teeth.

      It’s okay. So they’re not idiots and put you in suppression cuffs. No big deal. You’re okay.

      If she could create even a little space between her skin and the straps, she might subvert the suppression glyphs.

      It hurt, but she worked her wrists side to side, pulling against them.

      Okay, she thought, still pulling. That’s something. Now, what’s next? Where am I?

      Her eyes adjusted, revealing vague shapes. A dim strip of light seeped from beneath a doorway, casting the faintest glow. Her neck felt like it should be in traction, but she forced herself to look. She was in a decent-size room. There was a large table at the center, and metal shelves along the walls.

      Beyond the door, she heard the faint rhythmic beep of heavy machinery.

      The factory?

      Something shifted behind her. Mickey’s heart slammed against her ribs. She twisted as far as the restraints allowed but saw nothing. She strained, listening, eyes scanning for any sign of whatever it was she’d sensed. A long, terrible minute crawled by, but nothing happened.

      The room was empty.

      She exhaled.

      Easy, Mick. You won’t get out of this if you jump at every shadow.

      Then—

      Voices. Muffled but close, coming from beyond the door.

      “…ordered to protect you,” someone said. “If you continue to⁠—”

      The unmistakable titter of Joseph Mengele cut them off.

      “Protect?” he mocked. “It was your so-called protection that left me an invalid! No, no, no, I will not be taking your counsel again!”

      “It was ignoring my advice that put you in that chair, Doctor!” the first voice—Henry Butcher, she realized—snapped back. “You’re alive, thanks to me! When I tell⁠—”

      Mengele’s laugh was sharp and spiteful. “And what exactly will you say, vampir? That you have failed again? Do you truly imagine the Masters would heed the words of a dwimmer wretch over the mind that built their entire empire?”

      There was a pause, then another chuckle.

      “That’s what I thought,” Mengele said. “Now take me inside. My angel’s rested long enough.”

      Mickey let her head sag, forcing her body to go limp as the door handle clicked. Distant sounds of heavy equipment bled into the room before the door shut again, sealing them in with the echo of booted footsteps and the quiet squeak of wheels.

      “Hallo, my baby boy,” Mengele cooed in singsong German. “How’s our angel?”

      Mickey barely held back a flinch at the deep metallic rumble followed by a sharp, whistling chirp behind her.

      “Ja, ja,” Mengele crooned. “I missed you too, darling! Now, why don’t we wake our little one, hmm?”

      Another low rumble and whistle, like a teakettle, followed by the heavy thud of something massive shifting.

      “Ach, bother,” Mengele sighed in English. “This is always the trouble with removing your vocal cords, isn’t it, sweet boy? Hush now, darling. Papa is working…You!” He snapped. “Vampir. Switch on the lights. I wish to see my angel.”

      Heavy steps were followed by a loud click. Red flared behind Mickey’s closed eyelids as the room flooded with light. A hand brushed Mickey’s cheek, slow and reverent.

      “Beautiful…” he breathed.

      Behind her came more whistles and burbling. This time it was almost frantic.

      “Will you be quiet?” Mengele snapped. “I’m trying to⁠—”

      Mickey’s eyes shot open. Distracted, Mengele’s hand lingered close to her mouth. She lunged, teeth bared, aiming to bite the bastard’s fingers off.

      She never made it.

      A viselike grip latched onto her hair, yanking her back, and her skull slammed into the chair’s headrest, sparks bursting across her vision. A heavy blow exploded across her face.

      Her vision snapped white. Everything went fuzzy.

      When the world refocused, Mickey saw Mengele—wrists and face heavily bandaged—grinning from a wheelchair. Butcher stood beside him, a glowing revolver inches from her forehead.

      “Oh hey, Joey,” she rasped, blinking away the blood that trickled from a split just above her left eyebrow. “Nice wheels.”

      She didn’t have time to savor his expression. Butcher’s fist smashed into the side of her head.

      Agony seared through her skull, her eardrum rupturing with a sickening pop. She screamed, pain so intense she lost where she was. By the time she clawed her way back to awareness, Mengele was already speaking.

      “…do well to remember respect, Fräulein,” he finished.

      Mickey ignored him, flicking her gaze to meet Butcher’s eyes.

      She remembered Rosie’s file—how the man had saved so many lives. But watching him now reminded her of a puppet show she’d seen with Owen during the war. The puppets moved, emoted, even seemed to breathe.

      A semblance of life.

      But no matter how real they looked, they couldn’t fake one thing: their eyes. No matter how much they blinked, crinkled their brows, or tilted their heads, their eyes were always cold. Dead.

      Looking into the man’s near-black eyes, she saw no hint of the hero he’d once been. What stood above her now was a shell.

      The semblance of life…

      “If you…” she panted, vision swimming, “want respect…you’ll have to do better than love taps like that.”

      Butcher snorted, holstered his gun, and slammed his fist into her stomach. The impact stole her breath. Darkness edged her vision as she doubled over, coughing, gasping for air.

      “Come on, Butch…” she wheezed. “I’ve had rougher foreplay.”

      Butcher snarled, rearing back⁠—

      “Stop,” Mengele commanded.

      The vampire froze, whirling toward the smiling doctor.

      “I believe you’ve humiliated yourself quite enough, vampir,” Mengele drawled.

      Butcher looked torn between striking Mickey again and turning on Mengele, but after a moment, he stepped back and planted himself by the door.

      Still struggling to breathe, Mickey lifted her head. Her pulse had spiked—but not from fear. The leather bond around her left wrist had begun to stretch, the fibers giving just enough to matter. It wasn’t freedom yet, but it was something.

      She just needed time.

      And she knew exactly how to get it.

      Steeling herself, she met Butcher’s eyes and smiled. “Good boy.”

      Mengele chuckled. “I do so enjoy this new side of you, Frau Bergman.” His smile sharpened. “Fighters demand greater effort, but that only makes their breaking so much sweeter.”

      Mickey snorted. “No need for the theatrics, Joey.” She cocked her head at the Angel of Death. “I already know you’re a sick, twisted little freak with a god complex who gets his kicks from hurting people.”

      Mengele’s eye twitched, his gaze flicking past her. “Hubert, if you’d be so kind?”

      Before she could flinch, the same unseen force wrenched her head to the side. Pain shot through her neck, but she barely registered it.

      She was too busy staring at the thing looming over her.

      It was massive—easily seven feet tall, even hunched forward on reverse-jointed, metal-plated legs. Exposed muscle interwove with jagged steel implants. A thick plate covered the lower half of its face, bolted into the flesh where a mouth and nose should’ve been. Wide, lidless eyes—caged in metal and fused into its skin—stared back at her.

      “Verdammt!” Mengele exclaimed, placing a hand to his mouth as if realizing a terrible faux pas. He wheeled himself beside the creature. “How terribly rude of me! I forgot introductions!” He gestured grandly. “This is Hubert.”

      It tilted its head in an eerie, birdlike gesture.

      “You remember my Fleischgolem program, ja?” Mengele continued, stroking its arm like a beloved pet. “Hubert and his siblings are the fruits of that labor.” His voice softened. “Hubert, my sweet boy, this is Frau Bergman. She shall soon be your newest sister.”

      A sickly yellow light pulsed beneath Hubert’s semitranslucent skin, leaking through stitched seams and metal spikes jutting from his spine and rib cage. A deep rumble built in his chest until a steam-whistle shriek burst from the vents where his ears should have been.

      Mickey let out a sharp, unnerved giggle. “You gotta be fucking kidding me.”

      Hubert and Mengele exchanged identical looks of confusion. That was all it took—Mickey burst into hysterical laughter.

      “Sorry…” Tears streamed down her face. “This…is just…too much!”

      Mengele’s eye twitched again, and her laughter cut into a squawk as Hubert nearly tore the hair from her skull. His free hand rose—revealing it had been replaced with an enhanced MP 40 submachine gun. The weapon, fused into his arm with wires and jagged metal, glowed with yellow light as it leveled at her face.

      Mengele sighed. “Now, now,” he chided, resting a bandaged hand on Hubert’s weapon. “Do not let her get to you, my darling. There will be ample time for that later.”

      An indignant toot of steam hissed from Hubert’s vents, and Mickey had to bite her lip to keep from laughing again, but the glow dimmed, and the golem lowered the barrel.

      “Good,” Mengele murmured. “Now, be a dear and wait in your bed while I speak with your sister.”

      Hubert released her hair. Despite his size and metal talons, he padded silently to a corner of the room.

      Mengele glanced at Mickey. “I’d be careful how you speak to your brother, Fräulein. He can be a bit sensitive.”

      Mickey grimaced, shaking her head. “I gotta say, Joe. This kind of behavior is a touch worrisome.”

      Mengele only smiled, rolling his chair toward the central table. “We’ve come a long way since our time together, haven’t we, Frau Bergman?” he mused, pulling a book toward him.

      Mickey recognized it. The same text he’d received back at the hotel.

      “People rarely give necromancy the credit it deserves,” he said, flipping pages. “I am certain you recall what my experiments were like before I received the Masters’ assistance.”

      He closed the book with a soft thud, fingers tightening around it. “I look forward to showing you firsthand how much I have improved.”

      Mickey forced her breathing to steady. The restraint at her wrist had loosened—barely a sliver of space, but maybe enough. The faint buzz of her anima brushed her skin, just out of reach.

      If she could keep Mengele talking a little longer…she might be able to draw enough juice to surprise them—and maybe, just maybe, escape.

      And if I’m really lucky, she thought dryly, maybe I’ll grow wings and fly right out of here.

      Shut up, she scolded herself. Not exactly spoiled for options.

      Before her thoughts could spiral any further, she forced her focus back to the problem in front of her—the madman watching her with fever-bright eyes as his fingers caressed the leather-bound book she’d seen him receive outside the Marshall Hotel. He was waiting for a reaction.

      So she gave him one.

      Rolling her eyes, she let out an exaggerated sigh and said, “Fuck off, Joey.” Then, as if the thought had just occurred to her, she added, “Is this what you’re planning for the six women? Spare parts for your abominations?”

      Mengele tilted his head. “Oh, you mean the sacrifices?” He shook his head, pulling a small box toward him.

      Inside was a scattered assortment of jewelry and other personal trinkets. Trophies.

      “No, no, no,” he said, sifting through them. “I already told you. They serve a different purpose.” He plucked a necklace from the pile.

      Her necklace.

      “Though…” He turned it in the dim light, smiling. “I suppose I could always find women like them—to add to your new body.”

      He lifted a brow. “Would you like that?”

      Mickey met his eyes. And smiled. “I’m going to enjoy killing you,” she said.

      Mengele smiled, holding up the necklace. “This is yours, is it not?” he asked, letting it dangle. “I am in the habit of keeping such mementos from my guests. A habit I cultivated during the war.”

      Mickey gritted her teeth. “I remember.”

      Mengele chuckled, flicking the bear paw medallion as it spun on its gold chain.

      “You know,” he mused, watching it glint under the phosphorescent light, “you were also considered for the ceremony, but regrettably, you did not quite fit the necessary criteria.”

      He snatched the medallion mid-spin, clutching it in his bandaged hand.

      “So now you are mine.”

      He tossed it back into the box and leaned in close enough that she caught the stench of his bandages. “Such a pretty smile,” he murmured, wheeling toward the table where surgical instruments gleamed under the light.

      “Of course, I’ll have to rip it off,” Mengele said, eyeing her accessory. “But it is undeniably pretty.”

      Mickey was about to tell him what she’d like to rip off, but Butcher suddenly sucked in a sharp breath and drew his gun. A man with dark chocolate skin and a mauve velvet suit burst through the door like he owned the place.

      “Where is that Nazi son of a bitch?!” he roared, his eyes bloodshot and wild.

      Mickey watched something ugly flash behind Mengele’s eyes.

      “I’m afraid you’ll have to be more specific.”

      “Schultz!” the man snarled, veins bulging. “Where. Is. He?”

      Mengele sighed. “Not here, obviously,” he said, arranging his tools with casual precision. “Now then, you have entered my office uninvited and demanded something I cannot offer. I suggest you see yourself out.”

      “Not fucking good enough!” the man snapped, spiraling tattoos down his neck flickering with neon red light. “Tell me where he is or I’ll…”

      Butcher lunged, sweeping low to kick the man’s legs. The tattoos glowed, and with inhuman speed, the man jumped, twisting midair, and drove a brutal kick across Butcher’s jaw.

      The vampire crashed to the floor. By the time he sat up, the glowing barrel of a gold-plated, enhanced .45 was trained on his forehead.

      Mengele shook his head. “Can you do anything right?” he asked. “Hubert, dear, if you please.”

      The golem’s insides blazed to life as it stepped forward, gun-arm rising. The man drew a second gold-plated .45 and leveled it at Mengele. Hubert froze, a frustrated hiss of steam venting from its seams.

      “I’m sick and tired of being played like a punk,” the man snapped, eyes darting between Mengele, Butcher, and the golem. “I was told Schultz was here, and I know you krauts are all buddy-buddy, so you’d best tell me where he is, or someone’s gonna have a hell of a time scraping what’s left o’ y’all off the motherfucking cement.”

      For a tense moment, no one moved.

      Then a quiet chuckle drew every eye to the doorway.

      “That’s quite enough.”

      They turned as one.

      Alexander Schultz stood there, impeccably dressed, leaning against the frame with his arms crossed. Quiet amusement played across his handsome face.

      “I must apologize for my tardiness,” he said pleasantly. “There were some last-minute details to attend to. I believe you were looking for me?”

      Mickey glanced at the man in the mauve suit.

      Scott? Isaiah Scott? Hallie Baptiste’s father?

      Didn’t Mononobe think he⁠—

      What are you doing? This is your chance. Use the distraction.

      She doubled her efforts against the leather cuffs.

      “You hung my boys out to dry, you damned Nazi!” Isaiah was saying.

      Schultz’s smile never shifted, though his blue eyes were as cold as glaciers.

      “Mind yourself, Mr. Scott,” he warned. “It would be unwise to say something you may regret.”

      Isaiah licked his lips and readjusted his grip on the guns. “There’s no way they’d pull somethin’ like that without damn good reason,” he argued. “My boys aren’t stupid. Someone must’ve⁠—”

      “You are certain, Mr. Scott?” Schultz interrupted, moving into the room. He leaned against the table, voice casual. “And was it not your own failure, along with that of your people, that brought you to this point? Had you followed instructions from the start⁠—”

      “For the last damn time,” Isaiah snapped, “we were told the dude would be home! And⁠—”

      “Interrupt me again, Mr. Scott,” Schultz said, “and you will not be pleased with the result.”

      The blood seemed to drain from Isaiah’s face. Schultz grinned.

      “Good,” he said. “Now, what were you saying?”

      Isaiah’s eyes flicked toward the open door. “It was our quick thinking salvaged what we could!” he said, voice cracking. “Made today possible, didn’t it?! But ’cause you wouldn’t let me go, I wasn’t there to see it through. If I’d⁠—”

      Schultz raised a hand. Isaiah’s mouth snapped shut so fast Mickey heard his teeth click. A pleased smile curled Schultz’s lips.

      “Had you gone,” he said, placating but cold, “I would have placed a drug-addled, reckless man with a history of failure at the head of an operation paramount to our long-term goal.”

      He tilted his head.

      “And you, Mr. Scott, would likely be dead or arrested, like the rest of your boys.”

      Isaiah’s hands trembled. Then his jaw clenched. And he lowered his guns. “I…I did everything you asked,” he murmured, voice thick with defeat. “And you got what you needed.”

      “True,” Schultz said, examining a perfect nail. “We achieved what we needed today. And the rest of our associates received a valuable lesson in the consequences of failing to meet expectations. We have reached the point where setbacks will no longer be tolerated. You understand, don’t you, Mr. Scott?”

      Isaiah’s shoulders trembled, his back bowed. “I…” he started.

      Then his breath hitched. Tears welled in his bloodshot eyes, spilling over in silent streams. “Please,” he sobbed. “May I see my girl? She’s all I have left.”

      Schultz studied him with all the empathy of a hungry spider. For a heartbeat, Mickey thought he might refuse. Then his face split into a dazzling smile. “Of course, Mr. Scott,” he said. “I believe a brief visit with your daughter is well warranted.”

      Isaiah nodded, wiping his nose on his sleeve.

      With a loud sniff, he squared his shoulders and, keeping as much distance from Hubert as possible, walked stiffly out the door.

      Mengele let out a satisfied sigh. “That was delicious,” he said, clapping his bandaged hands. “Now, when shall I have the pleasure of meeting the esteemed father of PT wave calibration theory? Soon, yes?”

      Schultz’s gaze shifted to Mengele like a gun turret, slow but deliberate. “I trust certain distractions”—his eyes flicked to Mickey—“have not interfered with your responsibilities?”

      Mengele waved a dismissive hand. “Preparations are on track. The palace will be ready for Alte Rector. But I’ll remind you again, without the ultimate piece, it’s all worthless.” He tapped the book on the desk with just enough force to make it thud. “And I don’t know where you intend to acquire a full-fledged de⁠—”

      “We shall have what we require in due course, Doktor Mengele,” Schultz said easily.

      He turned to Butcher, pulling a slip of paper from his coat pocket. “You will find the seventh here, Herr Butcher.”

      Mickey froze mid-tug on the leather strap, her pulse spiking. The movement loosened it just enough to ease the pressure on her wrist, waking the compressed nerves in a rush of pins and needles that almost made her gasp.

      Seventh? Another woman?

      Butcher reached for the paper, but Schultz pulled it back at the last second, his smile vanishing. “What I told Mr. Scott applies to all, Herr Butcher,” he said, voice quiet. “Failure is not an option. Do you understand?”

      Butcher swallowed, then gave a stiff nod. Schultz handed him the paper, his smile snapping back into place.

      “Good. And I see our bait survived the trap.”

      Butcher smirked and gave a small bow. “Everything went as you expected.”

      Mickey’s heart pounded. Sharp, icy jabs lanced through her fingers, but she barely noticed. Mengele, fiddling with his surgical instruments, lifted his head.

      “Bait? Trap?”

      Butcher’s smirk widened, and he gave Mickey a pointed glance.

      She groaned as it clicked.

      Mengele’s brow furrowed. “But…but…how?” he stammered.

      “How did I know you’d ignore the warnings of a dwimmer vampire and do exactly the opposite?” Butcher said, flashing his elongated canines. “Call it a hunch.”

      Self-loathing coiled in Mickey’s gut like poison.

      They’d set her up.

      They knew her, her habits, her past.

      Your recklessness. Your arrogance. They’d dangled Mengele like a lure. And you swallowed it whole.

      Beside her, Mengele’s face flushed crimson. He whirled toward Schultz. “And you? You allowed this?”

      Butcher snorted. “Allowed? I thought you were smart.”

      Mickey wanted to scream, wanted to tear her hair out for her own stupidity. But she kept her face blank, her eyes wide with feigned disbelief.

      You can tear yourself apart after you wipe those smug looks off their faces.

      She tugged harder on the strap, her breath catching as it gave another half centimeter. Pain lanced through her fingers, but with it came something else. A hairline crack in the suppression barrier.

      She called to her anima.

      It wasn’t much. She wasn’t a natural like Mononobe; her strength had always been her gear. Pulling her power through that crack was like sucking honey through a straw, but a trickle of voltaic energy pulsed through her veins.

      And this time, it stayed. Hope rose in her chest. She kept pulling.

      Meanwhile, Mengele sputtered. “Were it not for my research, you would have no precious Bliss!” he spat. “Let alone perform the ceremony! It is my work—my genius—that has brought the council to the brink of victory!”

      Schultz regarded him with the cold detachment of a loaded gun. “Once I encountered Miss McFinn,” he said evenly, “it became clear legal avenues alone would not suffice. Given your history, however, an alternative presented itself—one far more effective. And it worked, did it not? You remain alive, Doktor.”

      “Alive?” Mengele shrieked. “Look at me! I’m a damned cripple!”

      Butcher snorted, and Mengele’s head snapped toward the grinning vampire.

      “You,” he spat, trembling with fury. “You insignificant little knecht! Your precious Zeal would be nothing more than the piss the Chinese feed their cannon fodder! If not for my research, you⁠—”

      He stopped short. His hands flew to his chest, patting frantically at his neck and pockets. The color drained from his face. “Wait. Where is it?”

      Schultz didn’t move. “Where is what, Doktor?”

      “M-my necklace. My notes. My work—everything! I keep it…” His eyes widened. “That filthy nutte! She must have taken it when I went to shower!”

      Schultz sighed. “Can we please stick to one subject at a time? I do not have the patience to follow your…proclivities.”

      “You don’t understand!” Mengele insisted. “Without my notes, I cannot replicate the Über-Verstärkung formula!”

      At that, Butcher hissed sharply, eyes widening. Schultz’s expression remained still, but the crystal in his gaze sharpened. “You have not made copies?”

      Mengele scoffed. “And allow someone to copy my work? Do you have any idea how much time⁠—”

      His words cut off in a strangled garble as his jaw snapped shut. His eyes bulged, mewling grunts forcing through his clenched teeth as his hands clawed at his mouth, but the jaw held fast.

      When he finally went still, Schultz spoke—his voice a scalpel cutting through flesh. “We do not have time for distractions, Doktor. Your work is of little consequence.”

      Butcher looked as if he wanted to argue, but thought better of it when Schultz’s gaze flicked his way.

      “We will simply conserve what we have,” Schultz continued. “In a few days, we’ll have time enough to clean up your mess.”

      Mengele’s mouth released with a wet gasp. “When the council learns how you’ve treated me—” he began, rubbing his jaw.

      Schultz’s composure shattered so fast that even Mickey froze. “The council has no authority over me!” he roared.

      The outburst was so sudden, so cold, that Butcher flinched and Mengele recoiled as if struck. The room fell still—and Mickey’s breath caught as the air around Schultz rippled, and she saw.

      He’s wearing a guise.

      She hadn’t seen it before; the suppression cuffs had blocked her senses both times they’d been near. But now she saw it—the edges of his form wavered like heat rising off pavement.

      For an instant, she caught an outline.

      Something humanoid, but not human.

      She grimaced. Maybe if she weren’t being suppressed, she could have pushed through it. But the illusion was too strong.

      Schultz’s eyes burned for two long heartbeats before he drew a slow, deliberate breath and the illusion snapped back into place. When he spoke again, it was as though the explosion had never happened.

      “I have been granted direct authority from Alte Rector himself to see this enterprise through—without their interference.” He blinked once, then smiled faintly. “Besides,” he added, tone turning bright, “wounds heal.”

      His gaze slid to Mickey. “And I believe at least one of your grievances can be addressed with Miss McFinn, Doktor.”

      Mickey’s pulse spiked as the room’s attention snapped toward her.

      Not yet.

      She’d barely gathered enough anima to power a toaster. She needed more time. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears, but she forced a cocky grin.

      “What can I say? I play hard.”

      Schultz studied her, head tilting. Then his eyes flicked to her wrist. His gaze sharpened as a slow, knowing smile spread across his lips.

      “Herr Butcher,” he said smoothly, “if you would be so kind as to check on Miss McFinn? It seems her restraints have come loose.”

      Mickey’s stomach dropped.

      Damn it!

      With a snarl, she ripped her hand free. Pain tore up her arm; she was sure she’d left skin behind, but she didn’t stop. She flung her hand up, drawing every last ounce of anima, calling her Storm—aiming for Schultz.

      But she was too slow.

      Butcher materialized in front of her, his grip locking around her wrist.

      “No!” she choked, but her blast went wide, slamming into a wall of metal shelves.

      She thrashed, trying to summon any anima she could—only to catch the back of his hand across her face. Pain detonated through her skull as he slammed her wrist into the arm of the chair and yanked the strap tight.

      She fought to pull free, but his fist drove into her gut. Her breath vanished. Her focus shattered. Vision flickering, she doubled over, gasping as—cut off from her magic—her anima slipped away.

      Schultz turned back to Mengele as if nothing more inconvenient than silencing a barking dog had occurred. Still fighting for air, Mickey barely registered that he’d stepped toward her.

      “Now. It is undeniable your work has been valuable, Doktor Mengele,” he said, voice smooth again. “The improvements you’ve made to the KNA formula have been revolutionary. But never forget—we are all instruments of Alte Rector.”

      Mickey’s body ached, but rage burned hotter than pain. She forced herself to meet his gaze as he looked down at her.

      “All of us,” he said.

      “You have no idea what’s coming for you, you miserable kraut fucks,” she snarled.

      Schultz smiled faintly. “You’re referring to Mr. Mononobe?” He glanced at Butcher, who gave a confirming nod. “I assure you—his particular impact has already been accounted for.”

      Mickey froze.

      What does that mean?

      If Mononobe had been taken out…

      Schultz gave her no time to dwell. He turned back to Butcher. “Now. We have matters to attend to. We are within the calibration window. Inform our people the freeze is lifted. They are not encouraged—they are ordered to resume all commercial activity involving the product.”

      Butcher nodded and turned to leave.

      “Oh, one more thing,” Schultz said.

      Butcher froze.

      “Thanks to today’s success, Mr. Scott’s usefulness has run its course. You may remove him.”

      Butcher’s lips curled into a sharp, satisfied smile. “Thank you, Lord Maruzu.”

      Schultz nodded. The vampire bowed slightly and turned to go—but paused beside the box of Mengele’s trinkets. He plucked Mickey’s bear charm from the pile, the chain dangling between his fingers.

      Mengele started to protest, but Butcher silenced him with a glare.

      “Hate to see good charms go to waste,” he murmured, turning the medallion over in his palm before tucking it into his pocket. His grin widened. “Maybe now I’ll hit harder.”

      Rage surged through Mickey’s battered body. Every nerve screamed, but she thrashed against her bonds anyway.

      “Fuck you!” she spat.

      Butcher chuckled and strode out without another word. Schultz watched him go, then turned back to Mengele. He reached for the book resting on the table.

      Mengele’s eyes widened. “We agreed I’d be given more time to study it,” he said quickly, reaching for the book. “For the sake of thoroughness, ja?”

      Schultz stared for a long moment, then nodded and handed it over. “Very well.”

      Mengele’s shoulders sagged with relief as he hugged it to his chest. Schultz turned toward the door.

      “I must report our progress to Alte Rector. If you uncover anything of value, I expect to be informed immediately.”

      He reached the threshold, then paused.

      “And, Doktor?”

      “Ja, mein Meister?”

      Schultz’s eyes darkened, his voice soft but absolute.

      “I’ve permitted you to keep Miss McFinn, but it is most improper to toy with one’s food. Kill her and return to your work at once. There will be no further distractions until the ceremony is complete.” His gaze sharpened. “I trust you require no further reminders of your place?”

      The same ugly look from earlier flickered across Mengele’s face, but he bowed low. “I am at the council’s disposal, Maruzu.”

      Schultz’s smile was razor-thin. “No, Doktor. For the foreseeable future—you are at mine.”

      Mengele dipped his head lower as Schultz swept from the room, the door clicking shut behind him.

      With a weary sigh, Mengele rolled toward the table where his instruments gleamed under the overhead light.

      “Ah, but life is full of disappointments, nicht wahr, Fräulein?”

      His fingers trailed across the array until they settled on a hacksaw. He lifted it, testing the weight with almost clinical reverence.

      “Ah, well.”

      Behind her, Hubert’s massive hand clamped over Mickey’s forearm, pinning her in place. The golem’s gun-arm settled across her chest like a slab of iron.

      Mengele leaned in, close enough that she could smell his breath. It stank of rotting milk.

      “I suppose,” he murmured, “we shall simply have to make do with the time that remains.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            37

          

          WHISKEY TAKES A BULLET

        

      

    

    
      October 27, 1951

      Surrounded by eight-foot-tall, barbed-wire-topped concrete walls, the Blazeon compound pulsed with activity. Trucks rumbled, heavy machinery beeped and whirred, and men barked orders into the evening air.

      Away from the bustle in the compound’s parking structure, the noise dulled to a distant hum, muffled and detached.

      Whiskey darted through shadows with the silent grace of a predator. He slipped behind one of the structure’s massive cylindrical pillars, pausing to pick his next position.

      A quiet, petulant voice whined above his right ear.

      “You’re so slow!” Bullet complained. “Can’t you pick up the pace?”

      “Unlike you,” Whiskey whispered, panting through a brief surge of whiplash, “I can’t be invisible.”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?” Bullet hissed. “I told you, you’re clear! That fancy thingy on your wrist is foolin’ the dogs, but they’ll loop back soon. You keep draggin’ your feet, and they’re gonna see you.”

      Whiskey clenched his jaw. “I’ll be fine.”

      “How?” Bullet pressed. “Unless you’re one of those movie ninjas who vanish in a puff of smoke, I don’t see—wait! Are you one of those ninjas?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Wait. Is that yes as in yes, or yes as in no?”

      “I’m not a ninja!” Whiskey snapped, his voice rising louder than intended.

      He held his breath, scanning the surroundings.

      After a moment, Bullet sighed. “Yeah, you’re definitely not a ninja. They’re actually good at this sorta thing.”

      Whiskey closed his eyes and forced a slow breath through his nose. Why hadn’t he gone to the Afterlife? The brief rest he’d gotten kept him steady during low-stress moments, but repeated bursts of Ambition and Vigilance were draining him fast, and Bullet’s grating commentary was quickly becoming too much.

      Wiping sweat from his brow, he murmured, “Mr. Bullet, while your abilities are impressive, I prefer to verify things with my own eyes.”

      He stepped forward. “It may be slower, but avoiding wards and patrols takes patience. If…”

      “What are you doin’?” Bullet cut in. “Get back!”

      Whiskey hesitated.

      The way looked clear. He was about to say so when Passenger pulsed a sharp warning.

      “Wait! Get back!”

      Whiskey slid into the shadows as a diesel-crystal hybrid engine growled and a truck rounded the corner, headlights sweeping past the spot he’d just vacated.

      “You know I met a cat named Patience once,” Bullet muttered. “Meanest thing ever. Tasted terrible.”

      Passenger made a sound that wasn’t quite a growl. “I don’t like this thing.”

      Whiskey rolled his eyes. “Please, Mr. Bullet, listen. I can’t simply⁠—”

      Bullet interrupted with a frustrated growl. “Why not?” Bullet snapped, voice rising. “Instead of seein’ things for yourself, why don’t you take the time to see the truth? I’m the one who got you here, and I’m the one who found the gap in the wards and security glyphs hours ago! Without me, you’d still be out there thinkin’ about gettin’ inside. Now I’m tellin’ you. We can’t keep this pace up without bein’ seen. And that can’t happen, ’cause boss needs help. So you better see reason fast ’cause those security lights up there are gonna come on any second.”

      Whiskey’s pulse jumped. He followed Bullet’s gesture. The light above him, fastened to the column, was one of many dotting the structure.

      He and Passenger had missed them.

      “The thing’s some kind of idiot savant,” Passenger said. “It’s the only explanation.”

      Whiskey exhaled. “You’re right.”

      “And another thing. This is what I do and if—” Bullet started. “Wait…I am? You agree?”

      Whiskey nodded, voice steady. “Yes. But before we move forward, we need to talk first.”

      Bullet huffed, but Whiskey raised a hand.

      “I promise it’ll be quick. Can you find us a place?”

      Bullet made a thoughtful sound. “The place is sealed up tighter than a…a…I dunno, a submarine? No, that’s no good—a tin can? Nah, too boring…uhm…” He groaned. “I got nothin’. But don’t worry, it’ll come to me. Maybe it’s tighter than…”

      “Mr. Bullet,” Whiskey cut in, glancing at the light above them.

      “Huh? Oh yeah. There’s a little alley between those two buildings up ahead. You see it?”

      Whiskey narrowed his eyes, engaging Vigilance. The alley revealed itself, sharp and clear. “Yes.”

      “Good. There’s a bunch of empty boxes piled up inside. Should give plenty of cover, even for a non-ninja like you. You only gotta get past that open garage door. There’s people inside, but I’ll tell you when it’s clear.”

      “Any lights or wards?”

      “Nothin’ I can’t take care of.”

      Passenger pulsed frustration. “Just because the thing found some lights doesn’t mean⁠—”

      “No time,” Whiskey thought, triggering Vigilance and Ambition simultaneously. “Say when, Mr. Bullet.”

      He felt a small gust of wind and waited. The silence stretched, an eternity compressed into heartbeats. The lights were on the verge of powering up when Bullet’s urgent whisper sliced through the darkness.

      “Now!”

      Whiskey moved before Bullet even finished the “n.” In a single breath, he crossed the two-lane road, slipped past the open garage door, and darted into the alley. Half climbing, half leaping, he vaulted up a pile of boxes and landed in a space just deep enough to stay hidden but still allowing a view of the outside.

      A faint breeze stirred behind him as Bullet let out an appreciative whistle. “Not bad, Mr. Scary,” he said. “You may be a ninja yet.”

      “Ninjas…” Whiskey panted, allowing a small grin to touch his lips, “are wimps.” He glanced around the darkened alley. “Looks like we…beat…the lights.”

      Bullet chuckled.

      “Yeah, about that, I may have made up all that stuff about the lights to get you to move faster.”

      Whiskey blinked, breath catching.

      “…What?”

      “You were taking too long,” Bullet whined. “And boss needs us now.”

      He chuckled again, higher-pitched, like a kid who’d gotten away with something. “Honestly, I can’t believe it worked. You should’ve seen your face when⁠—”

      A rapid series of sharp pops echoed through the compound as the security lights blazed on, flooding the parking structure with brilliance as bright as midday.

      “Well, wha-do-yah-know?” Bullet said, his voice lilting with surprise. “Good thing I broke the one in this alley just in case, huh?”

      Whiskey’s eyes narrowed.

      “I’d like to point out that killing this thing is still an option,” Passenger cut in.

      His fingers twitched, as if they longed to oblige. But before the threat could take form, the sights and sounds beyond the alley yanked his focus.

      The scale of the compound struck him first. It sprawled like an inverted L, the parking structure a mere pinprick at the edge. About a city block away, the factory loomed from the darkness like a redbrick colossus. Floodlights carved through the night, illuminating thick plumes of dark, musky exhaust rising from towering smokestacks. Below, gangs of men swarmed with purpose, unloading a steady stream of deliveries from rumbling trucks.

      “This isn’t just late-night work,” he thought, tension tightening across his shoulders.

      “No,” Passenger agreed. “They’re preparing for something.”

      Whiskey exhaled and turned back toward the alley. “All right, Mr. Bullet,” he said. “Let’s start over. From here on out, I’ll follow your guidance on all things infiltration.”

      Bullet made an eager sound, but Whiskey’s voice hardened.

      “But if I ever catch you misleading me again,” he continued, fixing his gaze on a blank stretch of brick, “I will kill you and take my chances alone. Do you understand?”

      The bricks, where a faded Blazeon logo had been painted, quivered, shifting to a greenish-gray and sprouting spines as Bullet materialized.

      The strange lizard-bat creature clung to the wall, his back feet tilted at the same unnatural angle as Whiskey. He fidgeted, tucking the tiny claws at the tips of his wings into the loose flaps of skin at his sides like a child stuffing hands into pockets. “I understand,” he muttered, staring at his clawed feet. His eye flickered from jet black to yellow and back again.

      Whiskey nodded.

      “Then let’s talk next steps.”

      Bullet’s head bobbed on his long neck. “Sounds good,” he said, his voice serious for once. He pointed a clawed wing toward the factory. “I recommend they be in that direction.”

      “You could poison one of those burgers it likes so much…”

      Whiskey inhaled slowly. “Can you find Miss McFinn from here?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m too far away. I’ll have to get closer.”

      Whiskey bit his tongue hard enough to nearly draw blood. “I meant—can you go alone and locate Miss McFinn?”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll wait here.”

      Bullet’s massive eyes darkened to deep purple, his long neck stretching until he was face to face with Whiskey. “You’re all right with waiting here until I come back?” he asked, eyes narrowing. “I show you where to find the boss, then we go get her, then we all leave?”

      “How about clubbing it with one of those two-by-fours…”

      Whiskey met Bullet’s gaze. “Yes.”

      Bullet studied him for a few seconds before nodding. “Okay.”

      His neck retracted to what Whiskey assumed was a normal length. But as he seemed ready to move, he hesitated. His mouth opened, snapped shut, and he began shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

      Click-click-click.

      Whiskey realized he hadn’t heard that sound before Bullet appeared. He eyed the creature. “What’s wrong?”

      Bullet shrugged, kicking at the wall like a child scuffing a shoe.

      “What is it?” Whiskey pressed. “Are you worried you can’t do it?”

      Bullet waved a winged foreclaw. “Pff, nah. That ain’t it.”

      “Or you could just shoot it…”

      Whiskey took another slow inhale. “Then what’s the problem, Mr. Bullet?” he asked, tone even.

      “Wellllll.” Bullet dragged the word out, his eyes flickering from black to green. “It’s just that…isn’t the plan a bit, I dunno, boring?”

      Whiskey’s eyebrows rose. “You’re worried that infiltrating a heavily guarded enemy stronghold in the middle of the night is boring?”

      “Yeah! I mean, we’re just gonna sneak in,” Bullet said, eyes shifting from green to red. “That’s so simple! We’re supposed to be the dashing heroes rushing in to save the day! Where’s the gadgets? The gimmicks? The flare?”

      “How about strangulation? Might be tricky with the spikes, but picture the satisfaction as you watched those stupid eyes of his roll up into its⁠—”

      Whiskey’s fingers twitched again.

      “The whole point of a flare is to draw attention, Mr. Bullet,” he said, cutting Passenger off. “It’s the exact opposite of what we want.”

      Bullet crossed his wings over what passed for his chest. “I dunno. Pretty sure the boss would’ve come up with somethin’ more exciting.” His eyes flickered red to black to red again. “Oh! I got it! How about a distraction?” He tapped his beaklike chin. “But what…?”

      Whiskey shook his head. “All that would do is put this place on high alert.”

      “Mmhmm…”

      “Bullet,” Whiskey said, drawing the creature’s attention. “Look at me and promise you’ll stick to the plan. No distractions. Do you understand?”

      Bullet’s eyes met his, red fading to yellow as he nodded. “Oh, sure, I understand,” he said, one massive eye giving Whiskey an exaggerated wink. “No distractions.”

      “Definitely strangulation,” Passenger said, as Bullet vanished into the wall.

      Whiskey inhaled through his nose.

      “You winking at me implies you’re either lying or believe I’m joking. I need you to stop winking and promise you won’t do anything without consulting me first.”

      Bullet reappeared on the opposite wall. “I get it! I get it!” he said, rolling his enormous yellow eyes before fading away again. “No distractions without your say-so.”

      Whiskey crossed his arms. “Did you wink at me while you were invisible?”

      There was a long pause.

      “No.”

      Before Whiskey answered, Bullet exclaimed, “A duck’s ass!”

      “…What?”

      “The whole place is tighter than a duck’s ass! Told you I’d get it,” Bullet said smugly. “Welp, I’m gonna go find the boss now. Back in a jiffy.”

      A rush of air flowed past as Bullet’s presence swept toward the factory, leaving Whiskey alone, his mouth hanging open.

      Passenger waited a whole heartbeat longer than Whiskey expected before sighing.

      “Do you honestly intend to entrust your life to that thing?”

      Whiskey shut his mouth and cleared his throat. “He has his uses.”

      “Were we not experiencing the same conversation?” Passenger asked. “He could have the strength of a dragon, and I still wouldn’t be sure his usefulness outweighed the rest of his personality.”

      Whiskey was about to respond when Passenger cut in.

      “Wait.”

      He froze.

      “What is it?” he thought.

      “Movement. Just outside the alley by the trucks.”

      “Have they seen me?”

      Passenger paused. “They aren’t acting like it.”

      Shifting carefully, Whiskey adjusted his angle. A small crew of men worked through a fleet of parked trucks.

      They stopped at one, using magic-powered spray guns to cover the red Blazeon logo with fresh white paint. Then, they stenciled over the white and sprayed again, this time in blue.

      As the stencils peeled away, bold new letters emerged:

      Zephyr Events.

      Whiskey narrowed his eyes. Had he heard that name before?

      He watched as the crew repeated the process on the next truck and continued down the line.

      Exhaling slowly, he thought, “A creature like Bullet’s primary defense is his ability to hide. He’s nearly undetectable when he wants to be. Yet, he came to me, looking to help McFinn. Loyal beyond his own self-preservation. I can use that to get what I need.”

      “And what is that, Kinichiro?” Passenger’s voice was soft, but it tightened Whiskey’s jaw. “The more I consider it,” Passenger continued when Whiskey didn’t answer right away, “the more I worry this plan of yours isn’t as blanketing as you want it to be. Eventually, you’re going to have to prioritize. Or risk failing everything.”

      Whiskey stayed silent, watching the painting crew work. Passenger was right, of course. So far, he’d been lucky. His goals had aligned: finding Hallie, helping the police stop LME, assisting McFinn. But deep down, he knew it couldn’t last.

      Sooner or later, those paths would diverge.

      He’d have to choose.

      Felix’s voice surfaced like a bubble, echoing words Whiskey didn’t deserve.

      “You’re one of the best men I know, a dear friend. A true guardian.”

      For a fleeting second, warmth tingled in his chest, a fragile comfort. But it shattered almost immediately as Nintai’s voice surged, equally powerful.

      “I know you will do what is right.”

      The cold logic of the Way loomed stark and unavoidable. The highest priority was the choice that saved the most lives. Which meant stopping LME and their necromancers.

      Which meant, if it came down to it, if the scales tipped too far…

      He should focus on the larger threat.

      Shouldn’t I?

      The thought churned bile in his throat, leaving an odd, splintered ache behind his ribs.

      This was what he was meant to do.

      A breeze tugged through the alley, drying the sweat on his collar, raising gooseflesh on his skin.

      If it came down to it…

      Can I? Can I turn my back on Mickey? On Hallie?

      “A true guardian.”

      His breath stuttered, sharp and bitter, and for a heartbeat, he felt the weight of a choice he wasn’t ready to make pressing down on him like a mountain.

      But then he shoved it all away.

      What am I doing?

      It didn’t matter. Not yet. Right now, he could do both.

      “I know,” he whispered.

      Another sudden breeze stirred his hair, but this time Bullet’s excited whisper reached his ear. “I found her!” Bullet said. “I found the boss!”

      Whiskey’s focus sharpened. “Where is she?”

      “Not sure,” Bullet replied, happy as ever.

      Whiskey didn’t smack his palm against his forehead. But it was a near thing. “Okay,” he said, measured. “What does that mean?”

      “Jeez, how can you be so fast and so slow at the same time?” Bullet muttered. “It means, Mr. Scary, that boss is somewhere in that big building.”

      Whiskey looked at the massive brick factory. “All right,” he said. “What about the other missing women?”

      “No clue,” Bullet said easily. “Place is crawling with people, and I don’t know what they smell like.”

      Whiskey nodded, filing that away.

      “All right,” he said. “Any thoughts on how to get in?”

      “Tons.”

      This time, Whiskey didn’t take the bait. “Any thoughts on how to get me in?”

      Bullet paused. “Eh, half a ton.”

      “Undetected?”

      “Oh, well.” Bullet hesitated. “One. But it’ll need some ninja-ing from you.”

      Whiskey’s smile sharpened. “I can handle that.”
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          WHISKEY HITS A WALL

        

      

    

    
      October 27, 1951

      With Bullet’s guidance, Whiskey moved as if he’d become one with the shadows themselves. Ghosting between parked trucks, past workers, and even a hidden security station he’d have missed on his own, he finally paused behind an industrial-size dumpster along the factory’s north wall.

      “Has anyone ever told you,” Bullet whispered, “that you’re one scary guy? ’Cause you are.”

      A grin flickered across Whiskey’s lips as he quietly caught his breath. “Now what?”

      “Now,” Bullet said cheerily, “you go up.”

      Whiskey’s amethyst eyes tracked upward. The second-story windows were shut tight, but the third-floor row had been propped open for ventilation.

      “And this is simpler than going through the door?”

      “No,” Bullet admitted, “but unless you’ve got a key card and don’t mind a bunch of security checks, it’s probably easier. And you should hurry. There are a lot of people around, and I can’t promise one of ’em won’t be coming any moment.”

      “When this is over,” Passenger cut in, “I’d like to revisit the topic of killing this thing.”

      “What’s inside the window?” Whiskey asked aloud.

      “A walkway overlooking the factory.”

      “And how do you suggest I get up there?”

      “Uh, climb?”

      Whiskey stared at the building. “Three stories up?”

      “Climb good,” Bullet said. “What are you not gettin’ here?”

      Whiskey studied the vertical brick wall. Each story was lined with square-paned windows framed by protruding brick ledges. If he could reach that ledge, there would be space to squeeze through.

      “That’s a significant if, Kinichiro,” Passenger said.

      “Do you have an alternative?”

      Passenger paused a moment before sighing. “I suppose not.”

      Whiskey nodded. “Very well,” he muttered, backing away from the wall.

      Taking a steadying breath, he measured the distance one last time and triggered Ambition.

      His first step would have made Olympians jealous. He shot toward the building, staying low, careful to avoid any line of sight as he angled for the dumpster. Five feet away, he leaped, using the dumpster’s lip as a springboard to launch himself toward the second-story ledge. The instant his fingers brushed brick, he pulled, using whatever purchase his feet could find to propel himself toward the third-story window.

      Which was a mistake.

      He’d pushed too hard. The force sent him not only upward, but outward. Pinwheeling his arms, he reached for the ledge, but his fingers scraped nothing but air.

      For a suspended moment, time slowed. He hung there—frozen in a single heartbeat of weightlessness—before gravity regained control. He had just enough time to register the reality of a thirty-foot drop when something slammed into his back. The impact jolted him forward, and his fingers closed on brick. Every muscle screamed as he clung to the ledge with every ounce of enhanced strength he had.

      This was good, because the momentum also drove him into the wall.

      Hard.

      His face smashed into the rough brick with a scraping crunch, and a quiet grunt escaped his lips as blood burst from his nose like a popped balloon.

      But he held on.

      Dazed, he hauled himself over the ledge and rolled through the open window, then collapsed onto the metal catwalk suspended above the factory floor. He released Ambition.

      Whiplash punched the air from his lungs as adrenaline, exhaustion, and Need crashed over him in waves, but when Bullet’s quiet whoop echoed in his ear, he couldn’t stop the grin tugging at his lips.

      “Thanks for the assist.”

      “No prob, bob,” Bullet replied. “Woah! You should see your face!”

      Whiskey’s brow furrowed as he dabbed a finger to his nose. It came back red.

      “Looks like you got walloped by one of them meat tenderizers,” Bullet offered. “Good thing you weren’t that pretty to begin⁠—”

      The voice cut off midsentence, and a breeze brushed Whiskey’s face.

      “Get up!” Bullet hissed.

      Whiskey barely had time to blink before Passenger added, “Someone’s coming.”

      He rolled into a low crouch and triggered Vigilance. Instantly, the sharp vibrations of approaching footsteps echoed through the metal walkway beneath him. They were getting stronger. He scanned for cover, but the catwalk was only a narrow strip of metal with railings on either side. No concealment. No protection.

      “Passenger?” he thought, heart racing as the clank of boots joined the vibrations. Whoever was coming was seconds away from rounding the corner.

      “Jump out the window.”

      Whiskey’s thoughts stuttered. “What?”

      “I’m serious. It has a ledge.”

      Without a second thought, Whiskey moved. Gripping the ledge, he re-triggered Ambition, his fingers burning with strain as he swung down in time to glimpse a tan-clad shoulder emerging onto the catwalk. Thirty feet in the air, his enhanced grip the only thing keeping him from plummeting, Whiskey held his breath.

      Bullet’s whisper drifted to his ear. “It’s a patrol. Two guards. I think you’re—wait…”

      Whiskey frowned but kept silent as nine extremely stressful heartbeats later, Bullet spoke again.

      “Good news is they didn’t see you. Bad news is they’re closing windows, so they will soon.”

      Ignoring Passenger’s muttered curses, Whiskey’s jaw clenched. “Tell me when they’re close,” he breathed.

      “If you get out of this,” Bullet whispered, “tell boss I nailed the good news, bad news thing, okay?”

      Then, with a small gust of wind, he was gone. Sweat trickled down Whiskey’s face. His head pounded. The strain from burning so much anima becoming a legitimate concern.

      He needed to end this. Fast.

      A wet, hacking gargle snapped his attention downward. Twisting, he spotted a bald man in work overalls rolling a cart of trash toward the dumpster below.

      Fortunately, the man never looked up. Unfortunately, after dumping the trash, he didn’t leave.

      Instead, he leaned against the dumpster, pulled out a pack of cigarettes, and started patting his pockets for a lighter.

      Whiskey pressed himself tighter against the wall, staying beneath the window ledge.

      Bullet’s whisper drifted into his ear. “Almost.”

      He licked his lips, tasting coppery, blood-mingled sweat. Below, the man at the dumpster coughed triumphantly as he struck a matchbook.

      “Closer…” Bullet whispered.

      Whiskey pressed tighter to the wall, muscles straining as he adjusted his grip, prepping for a quick pull forward. A bead of blood-tinged sweat slid down his face, clinging to the tip of his nose.

      “About there…”

      He tried to brush it away, but the motion sent the droplet flicking downward. Pulse thundering in his ears, he watched it fall as if in slow motion, and land squarely on the bald man’s forehead.

      The man flinched, wiping his head. His gaze started to rise.

      “Now.”

      Whiskey ripped himself up with every ounce of strength Ambition offered, lunging into the window right as the man’s eyes settled on an empty ledge and clear skies.

      Wiping his hand on his overalls, the worker muttered, “Fucking birds,” then wheeled his cart back the way he’d come, cigarette in hand.

      Inside, Whiskey exploded through the open window like a bloody missile. The two guards had no time to react before he barreled into them, sending all three sprawling. The first, an elf with tan skin and dark hair, was closest. Whiskey seized him by the collar and drove his elbow into the man’s temple.

      The elf went limp.

      The second, an orc—also tan skinned and dark haired—grunted and landed a desperate kick to Whiskey’s groin.

      Pain exploded in his gut. His breath vanished. The orc shoved him back and scrambled for the gun at his hip. Whiskey clenched his jaw, lunged, and grabbed the orc’s wrist. He tackled the man, pinning him, and reared back for another elbow strike.

      But paused as the orc’s eyes bulged, and he clawed at his throat. The air shimmered around the orc’s head. Whiskey jumped back as Bullet materialized, eyes bloodred, his spiky, lizard-like body coiling around the orc’s neck. A sharp pop echoed as Bullet extracted his tail, now tipped with a retractable stinger, from the orc’s neck.

      The orc’s eyes glazed, pupils shrinking to pinpricks. Foam bubbled at his mouth as he toppled backward, limbs locking.

      Bullet flashed a sharp-toothed grin, unwinding his long, spiny body from the guard’s throat.

      “We’re in!” he declared, before vanishing again.

      Whiskey released his Gifts, letting the pain and whiplash slam into him for the second time in under ten minutes.

      For a moment, all he could do was pant, vision swimming with spots.

      Eventually, Bullet’s voice chimed in from near the window. “You gonna lay there all night?”

      A low growl bubbled in Whiskey’s throat. His head swam, his legs felt like congealing jelly, but he forced himself upright.

      Reaching into his jacket, he pulled out a handful of zip ties and began securing the guards. He paused when he got to the orc. The man’s skin had turned pale—his limbs stiff and bloated.

      “Did you kill him?”

      “Nah,” Bullet replied. “He’s big. That much sting should only lock him up. Few hours, tops.”

      Whiskey nodded and secured him as well. Wiping sweat on the sleeve of his ruined jacket, he straightened.

      “Where to?”

      “Place is cut into sections,” Bullet said. “We’re over a loading dock. Walkway goes to room connecting the rest.”

      Whiskey nodded and started down the catwalk. Below, workers moved methodically, pulling boxes off a conveyor belt stretching from deeper inside the factory. The crates were stacked onto pallets, secured, before being loaded via forklift into freshly painted trucks for shipping.

      “Any idea what’s in those crates?”

      “No,” Bullet answered. “Sealed tight. All I smell is metal.”

      “Is it me,” Passenger cut in, “or is it less chatty than before?”

      “He’s tired too,” Whiskey guessed.

      The walkway led to a windowed door labeled “MECHANICAL.”

      After checking for movement on the other side, he stepped through.

      Inside, he found a simple twelve-by-twelve room lined with metal ducts and thick cables running from the ceiling into the walls, connecting the factory’s sections. A permanent ladder in the center led up to a trapdoor, likely to the roof, and down into a stairwell leading to the factory floor.

      Three identical doors lined the walls, each leading to a distinct part of the factory.

      “This way,” Bullet said, his voice drifting from the door across from him.

      Whiskey moved to follow, then hesitated. Below, the conveyor belts carried whatever the workers were so eager to load into trucks. They led from the area to his right.

      “If I’m going to get help from Bruno or any authority, I’ll need physical evidence to support what I’ve seen,” he thought.

      “Then that’s where you should go,” Passenger agreed.

      Whiskey turned toward the right-hand door.

      “Hey,” Bullet called. “Where you goin’?”

      Instead of answering, Whiskey opened the door and slipped through.

      The difference was immediate. Unlike the musty, noisy loading dock, the air here was cold and sterile. Acrid chemicals and bleach clung to his nostrils. Except for the hum of unseen machinery, the space was quiet. At the back of the room, large stainless steel vats lined the walls, glowing with an unnatural green light. Glyphs Whiskey didn’t recognize pulsed across their surfaces like a collective heartbeat.

      Tubes ran from the vats into rows of massive, industrial contraptions, resembling reinforced refrigerators. These too were covered in glyphs, their pulsing glow steady, and Whiskey realized they were the source of the low mechanical hum.

      Movement caught his eye.

      Two men stood on a platform built over the vats. They wore bulky yellow coveralls and anteater-like gas masks. Whiskey watched as they emptied large sacks of white powder into the vat.

      The last sack poured, one twisted a spigot, releasing a torrent of water into the vat. The other activated a fanlike device, stirring the mixture. Once the vat was full, the worker shut off the water and sealed the hatch.

      While one repeated the process on another vat, the other approached a sealed one and twisted a new valve. A loud whoosh echoed through the space as the vat’s contents rushed through tubes—feeding into the rows of machines.

      A faint breeze stirred Whiskey’s hair, followed by Bullet’s irritated whisper. “Boss isn’t here.”

      “I need to know what they’re mixing in those vats,” Whiskey murmured.

      “Oh, okay. It’s drugs. Let’s go.”

      Whiskey cocked an eyebrow. “You’re sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Its scent. The halfling in the alley smelled like it—rat shit and sugar. Also, a little of what the vampire was drinking.”

      Another whisper of wind brushed Whiskey’s ear, this time edged with urgency. “We go now.”

      Whiskey ignored him. Why would LME mix two of their most valuable products together? The obvious answer was they were making something new. But why—and how hadn’t he heard of it?

      Below, a worker in a bulky yellow suit opened one of the humming machines and pulled out a glass cylinder the size of his arm.

      “These things aren’t refrigerators,” Whiskey realized. “They’re microwaves.”

      “What?”

      “Microwave ovens,” he clarified, scanning the rows of machines. “Blazeon makes microwaves. They’re dissolving drugs into a solution—and microwaving them? Why?”

      His attention fixed on the cylinder. The liquid inside was metallic, not quite silver—and it moved. Not sloshing or stirring, but swirling, flowing like a candle flame bending in the dark.

      It was…incredibly interesting.

      Passenger pulsed a sharp jolt of alarm. “Kinichiro!”

      Whiskey froze. His foot was on the railing, as if preparing to jump.

      When was I⁠—?

      Blinking, he stepped back.

      “Pay attention,” Passenger snapped.

      Whiskey exhaled, clearing his thoughts. Below, the worker slid the cylinder into a copper sleeve, then into a crate. More men appeared, loading the boxes onto a conveyor. His gaze landed on one unopened crate.

      “This is it,” he whispered. “This is what I need.”

      If he could bring one of those canisters back to Bruno, there’d be no denying what LME was doing. Enough proof for a full-blown raid.

      He stepped toward the stairway.

      “No,” Bullet interjected. “You need to go the other way. The plan’s to help boss.”

      Whiskey hesitated.

      “Oh, don’t be stupid, Kinichiro,” Passenger snapped. “This is why you have the Way. Neutralizing the larger threat is priority one. If this idiot can’t understand that, that is its problem, not yours. Now move!”

      Whiskey blinked. Passenger was right.

      First and foremost, he needed to handle the bigger threat. Then with luck, he could come back for McFinn with Bruno.

      The thought should have settled him more, but instead he felt like he’d swallowed something bitter.

      It made him feel…

      He shook his head.

      It doesn’t matter.

      He turned toward the stairs.

      Only to feel two clawed hands shove against his chest.

      “You said you’d help the boss,” Bullet accused.

      Whiskey moved to slap the invisible hands away, but missed, only to have them shove him hard enough to force him half a step back.

      “Don’t move!” Bullet hissed.

      Anger flashed, hot and sharp. He’d had enough of this damn thing questioning him and now it was in his way. With a snarl, he swiped at the air, but hit nothing. Triggering Vigilance, he spread his senses like a net.

      “Find him,” he thought.

      Then aloud: “Or else what?”

      Bullet’s voice came from behind him. “Or else you won’t like what happens.”

      “If he gets close, you’ll have him,” Passenger murmured. “Integrity can handle his sting. He can’t stop you.”

      Whiskey stepped forward. His boot had barely touched the walkway when a deafening siren ripped through the factory, echoing off steel walls as red emergency lights strobed to life.

      He froze. For a heartbeat, shock burned through the haze of anger as the air seemed to tighten with energy and threat.

      In the back of his mind, Passenger’s pulse of pleasure slithered through the noise—low and eager. “Oh good,” it said. “Now you have an excuse to kill the thing.”
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          WHISKEY DOESN’T GET HIS WAY

        

      

    

    
      October 27, 1951

      The siren’s wail rose and fell in waves of screeching howls that ripped through the factory. Whiskey didn’t stay shocked for long. Fear and fury surged through him as he drew his gun, spinning on instinct while expanding his senses to take in every detail at once.

      “What did you do?” he shouted—only to freeze when Bullet’s voice echoed the exact same words.

      Whiskey’s anger faltered. “What?” he barked. “I didn’t do anything!”

      “Well, I didn’t either!” Bullet snapped. “It’s too soon for it to be my—wait, what’s that?”

      Whiskey’s head whipped around. Workers were scattering in every direction, but he didn’t see what Bullet meant. “What’s what?” he demanded.

      Bullet appeared at the door to the mechanical room, his jet-black eyes now flecked with yellow as they locked on something inside. “This way!” he said.

      Whiskey started toward the door, but hesitated. The factory floor was empty now. With the workers gone, he could⁠—

      The exit doors burst open. Men in tan Blazeon Security uniforms rushed in, weapons holstered but ready.

      Bullet hissed, “We gotta go!”

      Whiskey clenched his fists until his knuckles popped. He needed that evidence. Without it, this whole incursion would be for nothing.

      “It’s over, Kinichiro,” Passenger said, its tone surprisingly gentle. Placating. “I hate it too, but the thing’s right. Priority one should now be getting out so you can at least report to Bruno what you’ve seen. Getting caught or killed here is not only stupid, it isn’t the Way.”

      “I know you will do what is right.”

      With a frustrated growl, Whiskey turned and followed Bullet back into the mechanical room.

      He stepped toward the door they’d come in through, but froze when Bullet hissed, “Wait.”

      The creature glided, then veered toward a third door. “Something’s happenin’. This way.”

      Before Whiskey could respond, it used its tail to grasp the handle, pulling the door open just a crack before slithering through the gap like a lizard slipping under a fence.

      Whiskey gritted his teeth but moved to follow. The instant the door opened, the siren’s keening—muffled inside the mechanical room—once again assaulted his senses as he crept along another catwalk overlooking the loading dock’s receiving area. He caught up with Bullet, who clung to the window like a gecko. It placed a clawed finger to its lips.

      “Shhh…” the thing whispered, its eyes flashing from yellow to red as it stared down at the gathering below.

      Whiskey fought the urge to roll his eyes. With the sirens and the clamor of the factory, they could have screamed at each other and not been detected, but instead he followed Bullet’s gaze to the workmen gathering below. The men who’d been busily loading trucks had stopped, all staring out the bay doors, fixated on something outside.

      Whiskey looked through the windows and saw even more armed men in tan Blazeon Security uniforms rushing through the lot, weaving between parked trucks.

      “I don’t think this is for us,” Bullet said.

      Whiskey didn’t respond. He was too busy staring at what—who—the guards were chasing.

      Two figures sprinted toward the parking structure. One, a man in a purple suit with glowing red tattoos swirling up his neck and hands, turned to glance back. Whiskey’s enhanced eyes caught his face.

      His heart skipped a beat. “Isaiah?”

      Which meant the woman he was clinging to—a tall, shapely young woman with light brown skin—was…

      “Hallie.”

      Then his breath caught. Lumbering behind the group of pursuing security guards was what he could only describe as monsters. Easily eight feet tall, their upper halves were vaguely humanoid, stitched together from patchwork skin, but their limbs were entirely metal. Steam hissed from vents on their heads as they moved with unnatural grace and speed, their digitigrade legs giving them the stalking gait of giant, hellish birds.

      The moment they made it to a line of trucks assembled in the quad, Isaiah turned, and Whiskey’s eyes widened as he saw the pistol in his hand, its enhancement runes glowing an angry red that matched the man’s tattoos.

      “Oh sh—” Bullet started, jumping away from the window and vanishing.

      Whiskey had just enough time to whirl toward the gawking workers and shouted over the cacophony, “Everyone get down!”

      But he was too slow.

      Isaiah fired.

      The explosion was deafening. Artillery-level force rocked the building, shattering every window and flooding the loading dock with dust and screams.

      Whiskey’s ears rang as he forced himself up, scanning the scene outside.

      Below, the workers who hadn’t been injured or outright killed were stampeding for the exits.

      In the center of the quad, nothing remained of the guards or metal monstrosities but black, greasy smudges.

      Isaiah wobbled, his glowing tattoos flickering. His gun—now a half-melted hunk of slag—slipped from trembling fingers.

      More guards closed in fast from the far end of the compound, snarling dogs straining at their leashes. He turned to Hallie, rasping something Whiskey couldn’t hear over the wailing alarms. She sobbed, and with a desperate shout, Isaiah grabbed her hand and staggered through the trucks toward the parking structure. His steps were frantic, uneven.

      He glanced back.

      A costly mistake.

      He didn’t see the figure crouched behind one of the trucks. The tire iron came down fast. Isaiah twisted, taking the blow to the shoulder instead of the skull. His tattoos blazed, and he stayed on his feet, but doing so left him wide open.

      Butcher drove a sharp kick into his groin. Isaiah collapsed. Hallie screamed.

      “A true guardian.”

      Before he even realized he’d moved, Whiskey had grabbed the railing and triggered Ambition. He didn’t care about Isaiah. Cared little about Hallie, if he was being honest. But he cared about Felix.

      If he went down there, he could…

      “Wait!” Passenger said. “What are you doing?”

      “I have to⁠—”

      “Do what, Kinichiro?” Passenger interrupted. “Get yourself killed? Because that’s all that will happen if you go down there! Use your head! There’s nothing you can do.”

      Whiskey’s fingers tightened on the railing. Sweat poured down his face. His body trembled from the injection of anima. His head hurt more than it had in years.

      Below, Butcher stood over Isaiah as reinforcements, led by even more of those metal monstrosities, flooded the area. Even if he took down a few guards, it wouldn’t help them escape.

      “Nothing’s changed,” Passenger said. “Your safety is still paramount if you want to do what’s right.”

      Whiskey gritted his teeth. He wanted to scream.

      He knew Passenger didn’t give a damn about what was right or what was wrong.

      But its point was valid nonetheless.

      So he stopped himself.

      And squeezing the railing so hard he left handprints, he released Ambition and triggered Vigilance.

      “Where ya going, boy?” Butcher was saying. “You and I have a conversation to finish.”

      Isaiah let out a hoarse cry and reached for his second gun, but Butcher knocked it away with a contemptuous kick. Then he blurred, moving with supernatural speed, and reappeared behind Hallie. His arm coiled around her waist. She twitched in his grip, eyes unfocused, movements sluggish—like she was only half-aware of what was happening.

      “No!” Isaiah croaked, pushing himself to his feet. “Don’t hurt her!”

      Butcher smiled as more security forces arrived, two of the metal behemoths among them. The monsters raised their left arms, mounted submachine guns gleaming as they trained on Isaiah.

      Casually, the vampire drew his gun.

      “Now I’d have thought,” he mused, his grin sharp, “a smart fella like yourself would know better than to run off with the council’s things.”

      “Leave her alone, you son of a⁠—”

      Bang.

      Butcher shot Isaiah in the kneecap. Isaiah buckled, but somehow stayed standing. Butcher smirked, flashing sharp canines.

      “Careful,” he said. “I’d watch how you speak to me if I were you.”

      Isaiah groaned, barely keeping weight on his good leg. His eyes met Butcher’s.

      “Please,” he begged. “I’ll do anything. Pay anything. Just…just let her go.”

      Butcher pretended to consider it. Then he laughed. “Sorry,” he said.

      And shot Isaiah again.

      This time, in the arm. Isaiah buckled, doubling over.

      “Schultz needs seven. He gets seven.”

      Isaiah’s entire body shook as he clutched his bleeding arm. Whiskey couldn’t help the frustrated growl that escaped his lips. Years of substance abuse had hollowed the once-powerful Isaiah, leaving him a frail shell. And now, he was going to die—unable to protect the one thing that should have mattered most.

      Then Isaiah’s gaze found his daughter.

      And something happened.

      “No,” he rasped, hand grasping something around his neck.

      Whiskey had just enough time to realize it was the medallion he’d seen on the man in his bedroom—the one with the snarling tiger—before Isaiah’s tattoos flickered.

      Then flashed.

      Then stabilized.

      And blazed.

      Isaiah’s eyes burned with vermilion fire as he rose to his feet, arms spread wide as he screamed, “No!”

      A shock wave of raw force erupted from Isaiah’s chest, tearing through the security forces, flinging Butcher and the guards back, and staggering the metal behemoths.

      Isaiah’s body swelled, regaining its lost strength as a phantom wind lifted him to his feet.

      “No!” Isaiah roared, and changed.

      His lips peeled back, mouth suddenly filled with overlarge, razor-sharp teeth. His fists snapped and bent into massive claws. His posture shifted, muscles bulging, back and shoulders swelling to inhuman proportions. Bright orange fur erupted from every pore.

      Before anyone could react, the remains of his gaudy suit shredded, and a glowing tiger, straight from the jungles of hell, exploded into the quad.

      “Fire!” Butcher screamed.

      With a whistling blast of steam, the metal monsters lunged forward, interposing themselves between Butcher and the beast. Their massive weapons swung up and opened fire.

      But even at point-blank range, the bullets bounced off, deflected by a vibrant red dome of force.

      “Don’t stop! Don’t stop!” Butcher shrieked. “Keep⁠—”

      The guards joined in, adding their firepower, rounds flying in wild abandon. But even the extra ordnance couldn’t pierce Isaiah’s shield.

      Then the tiger lunged.

      His giant claws clamped onto the first monster’s head, his fangs sank into patchwork flesh, lower claws raking its midsection. Yellow ichor gushed from the wounds.

      Isaiah rode the behemoth to the ground, tearing, ripping, slashing—until the thing stopped fighting back.

      A roar shook the air.

      Isaiah’s eyes gleamed, locking onto the second monster.

      And Butcher behind it.

      “Don’t fucking stop!” Butcher screamed, lifting his gun, its barrel glowing bloodred. “Use enhanced rounds!”

      Butcher fired, and a corona of colors slammed into the red dome. The impact pushed Isaiah back, but he didn’t fall. He sank his claws into the asphalt, anchoring himself.

      And with another thunderous roar, he stepped forward. A wild hope bloomed in Whiskey’s chest. Could he win?

      His hand found the railing. Maybe now, if he helped⁠—

      “No,” Passenger said quietly. “Look at his aura.”

      Whiskey froze.

      He extended his senses, and his hopes died.

      Isaiah’s aura was like an overinflated bubble: swollen to the limit…but hollow inside.

      “The man is powerful,” Passenger murmured as the tiger advanced. “But…”

      The red stripes along Isaiah’s back flickered. The second behemoth stepped forward. A sickly yellow glow pulsed from its chest, surging around its mounted weapon, and with a spout of steam, it fired.

      Dozens of yellow orbs the size of baseballs hammered into Isaiah’s dome. Acidic energy ate at his shield. Isaiah staggered and bent beneath the magical bombardment, raising his head to roar in defiance.

      Then a sickly yellow blast punched through his protection, slamming into his chest. Isaiah’s roar twisted into a cry of pain. Another blast got through.

      And another.

      Then many.

      Whiskey watched as the red dome disintegrated, and Isaiah’s body was torn apart by dozens of magical rounds. There was hardly anything left when the barrage stopped.

      Then Butcher unleashed the dogs.

      Whiskey snapped the railing in half.

      “There has to be something I can do,” he thought.

      “You’re doing it.”

      “But Hallie⁠—”

      “Is a victim of her father’s idiocy.”

      Whiskey shut his eyes, turning away from the sight of Hallie wailing in Butcher’s arms.

      “Move now, or join in Isaiah’s fate.”

      He clenched his jaw. Passenger was right.

      “Bullet,” he said. “We should move. Maybe we can use the distraction to⁠—”

      “Oh, good,” Bullet interrupted. “You’re okay with distractions now?”

      “No, I…wait…what?”

      On the far side of the lot, two trucks erupted into twin fireballs.

      The shock wave flattened everyone—guards, monsters, workers alike.

      Bullet let out a sigh of relief. “Whew. Was worried theirs would steal mine’s thunder.”

      Whiskey watched as Butcher grabbed Hallie, dragging her away.

      “Did you…?” he asked.

      “Yep,” Bullet answered, a hint of his earlier cheer returning. “Good timing, right?”

      Whiskey glowered. “What were you thinking? You…”

      “Be mad later,” Bullet interrupted. “We need to go.”

      “It’s right,” Passenger added. “You need to move.”

      Whiskey took one last look at the chaos below. Then gave a reluctant nod.

      “Fine. Which way to the exit?”

      “Exit?” Bullet asked. “What about boss?”

      “No time!” Whiskey snapped. “I have to get to Bruno. He has to know what’s happening here.”

      Bullet didn’t answer. Whiskey pressed on.

      “Listen. I can try to get out on my own, but it’d be a lot easier with your help. If you want to save Miss McFinn, you need to help me get out. If I don’t get out, there’ll be no one to call the police. And she will die.”

      A long pause. Then Bullet, uncharacteristically deadpan, muttered, “Fine. Straight ahead. Stairs leading down. We need to get to the bottom floor.”

      Whiskey nodded and followed Bullet’s directions. At the bottom of the stairs were two doors.

      One was marked EXIT.

      Whiskey reached for its latch.

      “Wait!” Bullet stopped him. “Not that way.”

      “Why not?”

      “Two more of those big things outside. You can’t go that way.”

      Bullet appeared, clinging to the wall next to the other door. “This one leads to an empty hall.”

      Whiskey nodded and moved. Stepping through, he spotted a heavily bandaged man in a wheelchair, barking orders at a quartet of guards. His thick German accent grated through the tense air.

      Behind him, Whiskey glimpsed a woman with light brown hair strapped to a high-backed chair.

      “…don’t give a damn what’s going on outside!” the man yelled. “My babies can handle whatever it is. Now, unless you want to volunteer as donors, I will not be disturbed for anything! Do you underst⁠—”

      Every head in the hall turned toward Whiskey.

      Next to him, Bullet whispered, “You’re not the only one who can lie, Mr. Monster.” Then he shouted, “Stop that man! He’s coming for the prisoner!”

      And vanished.

      The bandaged man’s eyes widened, and he pointed a red-stained hand at Whiskey. “Kill him!” he shrieked.

      “All right,” Passenger said. “Now you have an excuse to kill this thing.”

      Three guns swung up. From his place in the doorway, Whiskey scowled.

      Then he moved.
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      The saw’s edge was so sharp, all Mickey felt was cold.

      At first.

      Adrenaline surged. Endorphins scrambled—trying, failing to dull what came next—as she cursed. She spat. She thrashed.

      She refused to cry. Refused to scream.

      It’s what the son of a bitch wants.

      She choked back the sobs clawing up her chest. Squeezed her eyes shut. She wouldn’t give Mengele the satisfaction of her tears. Wouldn’t watch him stick out his tongue in concentration like a kid with a coloring book.

      Fight, gods damn you, fight!

      But Mengele knew his business.

      He was precise. Deliberate.

      Millimeter by millimeter, he carved shallow cuts, ensuring she felt every one.

      And feared the next.

      Her body spasmed. Agony lanced through her, racing from her arm to her toes, to her brain.

      To her heart.

      No more pretending, whispered a cold, honest voice. No more facades. No more lies. You are going to die.

      Tears that had nothing to do with pain filled her eyes.

      Why are you so upset? the voice pressed. Isn’t this what you want? This is why you chase monsters, isn’t it?

      The saw cut deeper, its vibration echoing the ache in her chest.

      You could’ve run. Found a way to live. To be happy. Let someone else bleed. But you didn’t.

      Another cut tore through her arm—through her soul. And when the voice returned, it carried the authority of absolute truth:

      He’d still be alive if not for you.

      And despite everything—her defiance, her promises, her pride⁠—

      she broke.

      With a shuddering sob, she gave the monster what he wanted.

      More tears fell as a cry tore from her lips. Then another. And another. She wailed. She screamed until her voice cracked, warping into a raw, jagged shriek as red flickered at the edges of her vision.

      Behold the great hunter, sneered the voice—her voice. This is what I deserve. Fucking coward.

      Then, without warning, the cutting stopped. The blade lifted, and the icy burn vanished.

      “What is that gods-damned noise?” Mengele snapped. “Hubert!”

      Mickey blinked, disoriented.

      Mengele was scanning the room, saw still clutched in his bloodied hand, brow furrowed in irritation as emergency lights strobed across the walls and a siren shrieked from the ceiling speaker.

      The red pulses and high-pitched screech weren’t some vision her brain had concocted but actual things happening in the room. They were an alarm of some kind.

      Before she even realized what she was doing, her lips twitched, and a dry rasp scraped from her throat. “Don’t you just hate interruptions?”

      Mengele grimaced and dropped the saw into a tray with a clatter. “Hubert,” he barked again, wiping his hands on a towel. “If you’d please.”

      With a rumble and a whistling toot, Hubert lifted his weight from her and lumbered away. A few moments later, Mickey heard something heavy crash against the cinder block wall. The siren’s howl sputtered and warbled a few more times before trailing into silence.

      Mengele inhaled deeply through his nose.

      “Ah. Much better.” He smiled. “Did you know ‘Hubert’ means ‘bright mind’? Fitting, don’t you think? Now shall we continue?”

      Mickey’s arm throbbed. Every nerve was flayed raw. Her body trembled, but somehow her voice stayed almost conversational.

      “You sure you don’t wanna check if the building’s on fire or something?”

      She nodded toward the door, where the alarms still howled. Mengele considered before shaking his head. “We’re in a cement structure, Fräulein Bergman. Very fireproof.”

      Then the building lurched. Glass vials rattled off shelves, shattering against the floor.

      “I dunno, Joey,” she grated. “I’d hate for something to happen to you ’cause you got distracted by little old me.”

      That made him pause. He stroked his chin, glancing toward the door. “Hmm,” he murmured. “You may be right.”

      He set the towel aside and rolled to the door, yanked it open, and shouted into the hallway. Lightheaded with relief, Mickey forced her mind into motion. She didn’t know what was happening. Didn’t care.

      This bought her time. It was a gift she couldn’t afford to waste.

      What do you really expect to do here? she thought bitterly. You’re still alone. Still strapped down. And, thanks to Schultz and Butcher, still without any mag⁠—

      She froze.

      What was that?

      She focused, reaching for the place where she stored her anima. And sensed nothing. She clenched her jaw until her teeth ached. She’d been sure she felt something. A flicker. A whisper. A faint, almost imperceptible brush when she reached for her magic.

      Her breath hitched as she felt it.

      It was as weak as a dying ember, the last drip in an empty bucket. But Mickey could feel it moving through her veins like a tiny shiver of electricity. A spark.

      Anima.

      Her anima.

      She wasn’t completely helpless.

      Mengele slammed the door shut, bringing her attention back to the mad scientist as he wheeled back to the table.

      “Well,” he muttered, adjusting his cuffs with deliberate care. “If it were truly urgent, they would have informed me.”

      She wasn’t sure where it came from—whether shock, exhaustion, or something else—but somehow a shaky chuckle escaped her lips. “You sure about that, Joey? How high do you think bait gets put on the evac list?”

      Mengele scowled. “That was an anomaly,” he snapped, gripping the saw. “In a genuine emergency, someone would come for me.”

      He inhaled, centering himself. “Now. Hubert, if you would resume your position, we will continue.”

      Hubert lumbered back into place, pinning her down once more. Mickey’s pulse roared in her ears. She didn’t have enough anima to power a light bulb, let alone escape.

      Perhaps, if she had her tools. Or one of Rosie’s toys. But she didn’t.

      Could she Boost something?

      But what?

      It’d have to be small, and even then, odds were it would explode and hurt her instead of him. Her thoughts turned to static as Mengele seized her wrist, spreading the torn skin apart. By the time her vision cleared, the saw was poised above the open wound.

      “Wait!” she choked, jerking against the straps. “Wait!”

      Mengele’s smile widened. “That’s right, meine liebe Fräulein,” he crooned. “Beg…”

      She writhed, arm twitching against the restraints. He stuck out his tongue, aligning the saw, but froze as a heavy knock rattled the door.

      “Well, I’ll be…” Mickey panted, unable to suppress a breathy giggle. “Maybe you’re right.”

      “Scheisse!” Mengele snarled, flinging the saw aside and spinning toward the door.

      “What?” he barked at the four security guards clustered in the hall, their tan uniforms rumpled and sweat-stained.

      “Sir,” one began, “there’s been an incident. Please…”

      “Are you evacuating the facility?”

      The guard hesitated. “No, sir, but⁠—”

      “There is no evacuation?”

      “N-no, sir,” he stammered. “But we were ordered to inform you that⁠—”

      “I don’t give a damn what’s going on outside!” Mengele screamed. “My babies can handle whatever it is. Now, unless you want to volunteer as donors, I will not be disturbed for anything! Do you underst⁠—”

      A shout rang out from the corridor.

      “Stop that man! He’s coming for the prisoner!”

      Mengele’s eyes went wide. He shoved a bandaged hand past the guards. “Kill him!” he shrieked.

      The guards moved, reaching for their weapons. And then a blur of familiar violet light streaked through the hall.

      Mononobe?

      Her breath caught. She’d seen him fight before, but that was against a vampire crazed on Zeal. These guards were different. Highly trained. Heavily armed. Disciplined. But they were still men.

      And Mononobe cut through them like a scythe through wheat.

      One screamed, staring in horror at the cauterized stump where his arm had been. The others fanned out, trying to regroup.

      Mononobe didn’t let them.

      He blinked forward, materializing in front of a second guard. The man fired, but was too slow. Mononobe was already inside his reach. The violet whip arced up, three feet of glowing death.

      The guard flinched back, narrowly dodging the strike. And stumbled. Exactly as Mononobe intended.

      He spun low, flicking the whip wide. Eight feet of glowing cable snapped out, coiling around the guard’s ankle. A sharp tug, and the cord sliced through bone like paper. The man collapsed, screaming, his leg severed clean.

      Mononobe surged forward. The third guard raised his pistol, but Mononobe drove a savage kick into his solar plexus. The man folded, and an elbow to the neck dropped him cold.

      The last guard panicked. He fired wildly, bullets shredding the walls, concrete and plaster exploding in bursts. Mononobe wove through the chaos, each step closing the gap.

      A round pinged off the wall inches from Mengele’s head. The doctor flinched so hard his chair tipped, dumping him to the floor.

      “Hubert!” he shrieked, scrambling backward. “Kill him!”

      With a screech of venting steam, Hubert released Mickey and lumbered forward.

      “Mononobe!” she screamed. “Behind you!”

      He turned just as the golem raised its gun-arm, and vanished in a blur of smoke and light. The hallway exploded into full-metal chaos. Automatic fire thundered—deafening in the tight space—as the sixty-four-round box mag tore through walls and bodies alike.

      The roar reverberated through Mickey. She couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe.

      Then it stopped. Only the tinny ringing in her ears remained. Dust swirled through the ruined corridor. Nothing moved.

      Mickey’s heart sank as Mengele cackled.

      “Excellent, my darling boy!” he screamed. “Now, be a dear and clean up this mess, will you?”

      Steam hissed, and Hubert slapped in a fresh clip—ka-chunk-thunk—and stepped forward. Before his foot could land, a figure erupted from the dust like a cannonball.

      Hubert turned, swung a brutal backhand, and caught the attacker midair. They fell to the floor with crushing force. The golem recalibrated, gun-arm rising, then hesitated.

      At its feet lay the mangled corpse of the third guard. Its yellow eyes flickered. Head tilted in confusion.

      Which was when Mononobe slammed into the golem’s back, wrapping his glowing whip shortened to the length of his forearm around its neck like a garrote. The impact staggered Hubert. The monstrosity lurched, crashing into Mickey’s chair and nearly flattening Mengele.

      The chair wobbled, then tipped. She caught a glimpse of Mononobe clinging to the golem’s shoulders—violet eyes blazing—before her head slammed into the floor.

      Her vision blurred. Her flayed arm screamed. The room erupted in crashes, shrieking metal, and venting steam. Mickey jerked against the straps, teeth clenched, but they held. She was just about to risk Boosting them when a voice cut through the chaos like a lifeline.

      “Hiya, boss. You okay?”

      Mickey froze. “Bullet?” she rasped, forcing herself not to lose control. “What in all the hells is going on?”

      “I brought Mr. Monster to rescue you!”

      Behind them, the golem opened fire again, its submachine gun rattling the walls.

      “He’s, uh…not real happy about it.”

      Unbidden tears stung her eyes. “Bullet, I could kiss you!” she gasped. “Can you undo the⁠—”

      The straps snapped open all at once, and she flopped to the floor.

      “—straps,” she finished weakly.

      “Oh, sorry, boss. You okay?”

      A metal shelf crashed somewhere behind them.

      “Fine,” she muttered through gritted teeth. Without the restraints holding it back, blood surged into her limbs, sending white-hot needles dancing across her skin and blurring her vision with pain.

      “Okay,” she panted, clutching her arm to her chest in a desperate attempt to slow the bleeding. Her flayed forearm was leaking freely now, every movement triggering a fresh wave of agony until her limbs felt heavy and unsteady. “Not fine. But I’ll be better once we’re out of here. You got an exit?”

      “Yeah,” Bullet said. “Mr. Monster’s got a car. I can⁠—”

      She didn’t hear the rest. Her focus had locked on the man crawling for the door like a roach scrambling for a crack in the wall.

      Suddenly, the pain was nothing compared to the fire burning inside her. She forced herself upright.

      Mengele was trying to escape.

      The hells he is.

      The snarl that tore from her throat was pure fury as her body lurched into motion. In as bad a shape as she was, the best she managed was a jerky, staggering crawl—but she lunged forward, managing to land on top of him, pinning his wounded legs beneath her.

      Mengele let out a strangled squeak and scrambled faster, but she’d caught his legs with her uninjured arm. Unfortunately, that meant she landed on the bad one. Pain lit up every nerve. Her vision blurred. But she clawed her way up his torso, grinding her knee into his leg for leverage.

      He shrieked, thrashing like a greased pig, and for all her rage, her injuries had stolen most of her strength.

      And Mengele still outweighed her by at least forty pounds.

      She couldn’t get the right angle—couldn’t lock in a proper grip—and suddenly it was all she could do just to hold on.

      Then his elbow caught her temple. It was a glancing blow, more accident than attack, but Mickey’s world fractured.

      Everything turned thick. Distant. Her limbs turned to jelly. Her strength drained like water down a sink. Somewhere far away, she heard herself groan.

      By the time she clawed back to awareness, Mengele was straddling her, pinning her arms. Breathing in frantic, wheezy bursts, he flailed like a child throwing a tantrum—slapping, hammering her face and chest.

      She reached for her anima, but each blow slammed her skull into the concrete, scattering her focus. The flicker she’d stored slipped further away with every strike.

      She couldn’t concentrate. Her vision swam. His hands found her throat. And squeezed.

      All thought vanished. She twisted, arching against the pressure. One arm tore free. She raked her nails across his face.

      “Die, you fucking whore!” he shrieked, shaking her like a rag doll.

      Spittle flecked her cheek. His face was frozen in unhinged glee. He kept squeezing.

      No, she thought.

      And why not? whispered the voice. Her voice.

      You chose this. To hunt monsters. The worst the world has to offer.

      Her pulse pounded behind her eyes. She bucked.

      Why? the voice continued, as if an invisible hand had joined Mengele’s efforts, reaching out to crush her very soul. Because you want them to do the job for you. Because you can’t.

      He rode her down.

      Because you’re too damned scared.

      Her vision dimmed.

      No. Not like this…

      Her hand slipped.

      Why bother fighting? Why does it matter?

      Her eyelids sagged.

      All you have to do is stop.

      A single tear slipped down her cheek.

      Just let go.

      Then—

      “GAHHHH!!”

      Something slammed into Mengele.

      He shrieked. He was ripped off her chest. His hands yanked from her throat.

      Mickey gasped. Air seared down her raw throat, and she coughed, sputtering as her lungs heaved, desperate for oxygen.

      One eye had swollen shut, but she forced the other to focus on the writhing Mengele.

      Bullet clung to his torso, jamming his stinger into the man’s ribs over and over.

      “Leave! The! Boss! Alone!” Bullet howled, each word punctuated by another brutal jab.

      “GAHHHH!!”

      Punctures bloomed across Mengele’s chest and face. Blood poured. She looked at the man—the thing—that had cost her so much. Met his eyes. Saw the pain in his eyes. The fear in his heart. He opened his lips to speak.

      But she cut him off with a smile.

      “Goodbye, Joey.”

      Bullet’s snarl was pure savagery as he took him. Mengele’s limbs jerked, convulsing as he choked on his own frothy blood.

      Then they slowed. Stiffened. And stopped.

      A piercing whistle cut through the chaos, followed by the thunder of massive metal feet. Mickey rolled aside as Hubert barreled past, charging from the far side of the room as it swung its massive limbs wildly at its own back.

      Panting, she pushed herself to her knees and looked up. Mononobe strained on his whip, muscles taut, face locked in grim focus.

      He pulled. The whip slashed, biting deep into unnatural flesh. The skin beneath glowed a sickly yellow as the magic fueling the golem fought back.

      Hubert lashed out. A backhand struck Mononobe squarely, but he held on. He twisted harder, teeth clenched.

      For a breathless moment, they stayed locked in place. Then Mononobe screamed—a raw, primal sound. His eyes blazed, searing purple. The whip flared so bright it turned white.

      With a sound like shattering glass, Hubert’s power failed. The resistance vanished, and the whip sliced clean through the golem’s neck like it was made of marshmallow fluff.

      Hubert’s head sailed across the room. A plume of noxious yellow steam erupted from the stump as Mononobe tumbled from its back, landing between the overturned table and the shattered shelving. The golem’s body stumbled, then toppled onto its side, cold-smelling steam pouring from its neck like a geyser.

      And, of course, he turned the fall into a perfect three-point landing.

      The jerk.

      Still sprawled on the floor, Mickey managed a wheezy, “Attaboy.”

      Mononobe stood—wobbling, breath ragged—and turned toward her just as the damned thing lurched upright and swung its cannon arm at his unprotected back.

      He twisted, arms raised.

      Too late.

      The blow launched him across the room.

      He crashed through a metal shelving unit with a deafening clang. Steel collapsed over him in a heap. Hubert loomed. Yellow steam hissed from the ragged stump where its head had been. Sickly light pulsed like molten rock through its frame.

      It raised its cannon. Runes lit up across its body, converging at the weapon’s core. Brightening. Charging.

      Mickey didn’t think.

      With a hoarse cry, she hurled herself toward one of its legs. She collapsed halfway there, barely grabbing a metal strut—what might’ve been its Achilles tendon if it had flesh. Hubert kicked, whipping her back and forth like a rag doll, but she held on.

      Concentration was nearly impossible. This time, it didn’t matter. This time, she was ready. And like with magi-tech gear, she had a knack for enhancement.

      She didn’t aim. Didn’t calculate. She just shoved every drop of anima left in her body into the strut and Boosted. It began to glow. Hubert kicked again. And she flew.

      Pain detonated in her ribs as she slammed into something hard. Something popped. Maybe a few somethings.

      Gasping, head spinning, she forced her eyes up. Hubert was already leveling its cannon. Apparently, the damned thing didn’t need a head to aim. The barrel pivoted, guided by whatever passed for sight inside the thing, and pointed straight at her.

      Mickey flinched, raising her arm. So she missed when Hubert’s foot exploded.

      A shriek of tearing metal split the air. Molten shards scattered across the floor as the golem’s shot sizzled past her head. The golem staggered, recoil rocking its ruined frame, and toppled.

      It all happened in seconds.

      Exactly what Mononobe needed.

      He burst from the wreckage, violet eyes blazing to match the brilliance of his reignited whip. Cuts and bruises marred his skin, already knitting shut.

      The golem swung from the ground with a deceptively fast backhand.

      Mononobe stepped in. Holding the burning energy cord with both hands, he intercepted the swipe. Violet light flashed. Metal screamed. Warped and glowing, the arm crashed to the floor. Headless. One arm gone. Foot shattered. Hubert thrashed like a mechanical turtle flipped on its back.

      Mononobe wasn’t done.

      He flicked his wrist. Once. Twice. Three times. Limbs severed. Clean and final. With one last hiss of steam, the torso slumped, belching smoke thick with the stink of ruin.

      And finally…

      The damned thing stopped moving.

      Mickey turned to Mononobe, blinking away afterimages. But he was already looking at something behind her.

      A snarl tore through the silence.

      Mickey twisted so fast her neck popped. Behind her, Bullet was crouched over Mengele’s body, hissing like a rabid animal. Her stomach turned.

      Mengele wasn’t just dead. He was ruined. Bloated. Discolored. He looked less like a man and more like a swollen purple sausage.

      And Bullet…

      Bullet was still jabbing him.

      “Bullet!” Mickey rasped. “Cut it out!”

      He didn’t respond. Fangs bared, tail pumping, he kept stabbing—again and again. Blood and pus oozed from each new puncture, only to swell shut seconds later. Her body screamed in protest, but she forced herself forward. Close enough to grab one of his dorsal spines.

      “Bullet,” she said again, gentler.

      The spine sliced into her palm, but she didn’t let go. He spun, back arched, bloodred eyes wide. The telltale black pattern danced across the white sclera. His tail rose, needle tip trembling inches from her throat.

      Still, she didn’t flinch. Didn’t let go.

      “Oh, buddy,” she murmured. “You know better than to overuse your sting. You’ll hurt yourself.”

      His fangs stayed bared. His spikes quivered.

      “You can relax now,” she whispered. “You did it. You found me.”

      He blinked once. Then again, tilting his head like a dog hearing something strange.

      Then looked down at the mangled pulp that had once been Mengele.

      Mickey sighed. “Yeah. I think you got him.”

      He looked back at her, confused. She met his gaze without fear.

      “You saved me, Bullet. Thank you, partner.”

      He shuddered. Took a shaky breath, and closed his eyes.

      When they opened again, the red was gone. The black shimmer had vanished, replaced by a cool, steady blue.

      Mickey sagged. Then collapsed onto her back.

      Bullet let out a panicked chirp and scurried to her side, nuzzling with soft, worried whimpers.

      “I’m okay, buddy,” she mumbled, scratching behind his ear. “Just…catching my breath. That was close though.”

      Bullet whined, apologetic.

      Mickey gave a weak huff of laughter. “Don’t worry about it, knucklehead.”

      Mononobe stepped closer—suit half shredded, sweat-soaked and bloodied, eyes ringed with exhaustion. He looked worse than she’d ever seen him.

      “We need to move,” he said, slitted gaze flicking from Bullet to her. “Can you walk?”

      Mickey tried. Managed. But only with Bullet’s help.

      “Not well,” she admitted.

      Mononobe nodded once. Then turned to Bullet. “Can you get us out of here?” His voice was sharp. “For real this time?”

      Bullet met his gaze. For the briefest moment, his irises gleamed yellow. Then returned to blue.

      He nodded.

      Mickey stared between them, exhausted mind struggling to keep up.

      Why would he consider lying?

      Too tired to figure it out, she let it go.

      “Very well,” Mononobe said.

      With the same care one might use hoisting a sack of potatoes, he lifted her over his shoulder.

      She wheezed. “Seriously?”

      “Try not to squirm.”

      Her gaze landed on the remains of Mengele’s operating table. A familiar shape rested on it.

      “Wait,” she slurred. Thinking was getting harder. “Book. On the table. It’s important. Can’t leave it.”

      He responded, but the words came out twisted, warping—like she was hearing them underwater. Garbled. A language she didn’t recognize. Her thoughts blurred. Gravity deepened. Something about that wasn’t right.

      But it didn’t matter.

      That’s weird, she thought.

      And the world went black.
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      October 28, 1951

      Whiplashed and anima-drained, Whiskey and Bullet had been forced to rely on old-fashioned stealth for the rest of the escape. Fortunately, most of the facility’s security personnel were too focused on Bullet’s fiery distraction, or busy cleaning up the aftermath of Isaiah’s escape attempt, to notice them slipping away.

      But it had taken a while.

      And by the time his coupe lurched to a stop in the Cat Felix Diner’s private lot, dawn was already streaking the sky in fiery orange.

      Head pounding, he threw it into park, killed the engine, and yanked the keys from the ignition harder than necessary.

      The drive from Fruitvale to the Fillmore—made torturously long by constant detours, double-backs, and course changes to ensure he wasn’t being followed—had only given him more time to brood. Each memory from the past twenty-four hours dragged behind it a storm of frustration, doubt, and regret.

      His plan had been a near-perfect failure.

      You’re one of the best people I know, Kin…

      I know you will do what is right…

      A true guardian…

      You’re not the only one who can lie, Mr. Monster…

      Whiskey squeezed his eyes shut and forced a breath through his gritted teeth.

      He felt like a leaf in rapids, dragged under the water, battered against the rocks. He’d been so close. The evidence had been yards away.

      If he’d acted sooner, moved faster, maybe he wouldn’t be sitting here with nothing but a half-dead bounty hunter and an old book.

      He glanced at the woman still clutching the tome like it might ward off every evil in the world.

      Could he have done more? Been more?

      He took another breath.

      Passenger pulsed a constant, pleading ache like a starving man begging for scraps at the base of his skull.

      “You need⁠—”

      “I know what I need,” Whiskey snapped aloud, not bothering to keep the thought internal.

      He needed to follow the Way. To salvage what was left. He’d start by contacting Bruno and making him act. After that, he could rest. He could feed. Then he’d figure out what to do next.

      His hands trembled as he wiped his face, feeling the grime of dried sweat and blood clinging to his skin. Integrity had kept his body intact, but his thoughts were a slushy, sluggish, foggy mess.

      He didn’t have time for this.

      “Damnit!” he snarled and triggered Ambition.

      His Gift stuttered, catching like a failing engine, and Passenger cried out as anima sputtered. But Whiskey ignored it, forcing the last remnants of his power to obey his command.

      It took longer than it should have, but strength infused his body, and his breathing steadied. His hands stopped shaking.

      The steadiness felt brittle. Temporary. But that didn’t matter.

      With a deep breath, he pushed open the door. Bullet, curled into a tight ball on the unconscious Mickey’s lap, lifted his head. The creature’s blue eyes narrowed, flicking from Mickey to Whiskey and back again.

      Whiskey’s jaw locked. He should’ve killed the wretch at the factory, like Passenger had urged. Instead, he’d let himself get distracted. Failed to secure the evidence.

      And his plan teetered on disaster.

      “As payment for your aid, I got you and your foolish bounty hunter to safety,” he said. “But if you’re still here when I get back…”

      He met Bullet’s now-black stare.

      “I will kill you both.”

      Bullet made a low, guttural growl, but didn’t move.

      Whiskey slammed the door and stalked toward the diner’s back entrance.

      The door meant for staff and family only was heavily warded. He went through anyway, entering the hallway buzzing with kitchen noise. The air was warm, thick with the aroma of sizzling food and fresh coffee.

      He’d made it two steps when Jasmine rounded the corner, holding something wrapped in a towel—something that wasn’t a dish.

      “That’s far enough,” she said, but stopped when she recognized him. Her stance softened.

      “Kin?” Her fingers disappeared into the folds of her dress, tucking the object away. “You scared me half to death! Why are you coming in this⁠—?”

      “No time,” he cut in, stepping deeper into the hall. “I need⁠—”

      “Sweet Legba and his Holy Saints,” she breathed, eyes widening as she got a better look at him. “Shug, what happened? You all right?”

      She stepped forward, but hesitated when he flinched back.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “I need a phone.”

      “From the looks of it, you need a doctor, Kin,” she said, reaching for his hand. “Come with me and I’ll…”

      Anger, sharp and vile, surged through him. “Listen to me!”

      She pulled her hand as if she’d touched something hot. The fear in her eyes made him wince. But he pushed on. “I said there’s no time! I need a phone! Now or—” He caught himself, forcing his voice steady. “May I please use yours?”

      Jasmine’s expression cycled through shock to irritation, then unimpressed.

      “Less than twenty-four hours ago, my family survived a shooting, Kinichiro Mononobe,” she said, one hand landing on her hip. “A shooting meant for you. And now here you are, slinkin’ through my back door covered in blood and gods-know-what, and you expect me to what? Follow your orders? You must forgive me for not jumpin’ to.”

      Whiskey froze. Was she blaming him for the Demon Lord’s attack? For putting her family at risk?

      No. This was a misunderstanding. I should⁠—

      “You’ve wasted enough time, Kinichiro!” Passenger snapped. “Look at her. She’s hiding behind bravado, but her aura’s steeped in fear. You terrify her. And people don’t reason with what they fear.”

      Whiskey hesitated. “She’ll never forgive me.”

      “Oh, spare me this vacillation,” it retorted. “It was your indecision that led to you being played by that idiot Bullet! What’s more important, Kinichiro? The forgiveness of one stubborn woman or adherence to the Way? Your enemy is smart, and you’re weak and exposed. Prioritize and act!”

      His brow furrowed. Passenger was right. Jasmine was an obstacle. One Passion would remove. And he could feed.

      Need surged—a gaping, ravenous, unrelenting maw in his soul. He triggered Passion. Fear flooded his senses. Jasmine’s fear. She was afraid. Of him.

      It smelled delicious.

      His will quivered, teeth bared like a starving beast scenting blood, desperate to pounce. He was about to let it when he met her eyes, and her words from the day before crashed over him like a wave:

      How many times do I gotta tell you? You’re family, Kinichiro Mononobe.

      He halted as thoroughly as if he’d hit a brick wall.

      His will snarled and spat, a monster being dragged from its kill. But he held it back. Yes, she was in his way. But he could handle this without his Gift.

      Passenger’s roar joined his own frustration, but Whiskey took a breath and forced both down, bowed his head, and shut Passion away like a beast behind bars.

      It took him a moment to find the words, and when he did, they came out hoarse, as if he hadn’t had a drink in days.

      “I’m sorry, Ms.—” He caught himself. Swallowed. “Jasmine. You’re right. Things have gotten complicated. And I lost my head. Please. I need your help. The b—Miss McFinn is in bad shape.”

      Jasmine blinked. “The woman you’ve been working with?”

      He nodded. “She’s in the car. Unconscious.”

      Jasmine’s hesitation hit like a spear to Whiskey’s ribs. “You left an unconscious person in your car? Have you lost your mind? Why didn’t you take her to a hospital?”

      Whiskey shrugged, eyes down. “This is still the safest place I know. I was worried they’d be watching hospitals. They were torturing her.”

      That did it. Jasmine’s eyes filled with concern, and she rushed for the door.

      “Raul! Scotty!” she shouted toward the kitchen. “Get all the medical supplies we have at the church and meet me in the parking lot!”

      Whiskey stepped aside. “She’s got a little mythic with her. Calls itself Bullet. Tell him I sent you.”

      Jasmine paused at the door. “This isn’t over, Kin,” she warned. “We’re gonna have a serious talk about how you treat your friends.”

      And then she was gone.

      “You waste so much,” Passenger hissed, fighting against the shackles of Whiskey’s will. “For this?”

      “Shut up,” Whiskey snarled, slamming it down with everything he had left.

      It went quiet, and Whiskey turned toward Felix’s office.

      Voices murmured beyond the door, muffled through the wood. His pulse quickened when he recognized one of them was George Baptiste. He’d forgotten Felix had set up a meeting this morning.

      For a heartbeat, something like hope flickered in his chest. If George was here, maybe he was ready to talk. Maybe he’d had a change of heart. The war could still be stopped. His plans could still be salvaged.

      He raised a fist to knock, but froze as Felix’s voice filtered through the door.

      “I’m tellin’ you, Geo—he’s a friend. Why can’t you trust me on this?”

      Whiskey’s anima reserves were too low for Vigilance, so he leaned closer instead, pressing his ear to the wood.

      “I trust you believe what you’re sayin’,” George replied, calm but cutting. “But that ain’t the same as trustin’ what you’re sayin’. Come on, Fix. Lich Lords are rarer than stardust, and you expect me to believe the second one in under a decade is runnin’ around our hood? Ridiculous.”

      “Kin ain’t even the one who figured out the Lich Lord,” Felix shot back. “That was me.”

      “You sure about that?” George pressed. “Really sure? The nip messes with people’s heads, Fix. Almost made two of my boys kill each other. You tellin’ me there’s no chance he made you think you figured it out?”

      “You got him all wrong, George,” Felix insisted, voice rising. “I trust him like I trust you. And I swear by all the Loa he wouldn’t do somethin’ like that. One life’s as precious to Kin as a hundred. That includes your boys.”

      George chuckled, and Whiskey could almost see the patronizing curl of his lips.

      “I let him be these last few years ’cause he did us a favor and you took a shine to him,” he said. “But after his last visit, I started askin’ around. Know what I found? Everybody knows him. Nobody knows nothin’ about him. Some say he’s a hundred-year-old monster who eats kids. Others say he’s a livin’ saint helpin’ anyone who asks.”

      “So he keeps his life private,” Felix said. “Means nothin’.”

      “Like hells it doesn’t,” George snapped. “It means he’s hidin’ something. Means he can’t be trusted. And instead of doin’ any real investigatin’, all I hear is how much time he’s spendin’ with cops and G-men. Then you show up with a story full of more holes than a fishin’ net and a ‘plan’ that’s got my men workin’ with the same bastards who’ve been grindin’ their faces into the dirt since their granddaddies were treated worse than livestock.”

      He let out another humorless laugh. “You see why that might make a man a little skeptical, yeah?”

      “I—” Felix started, then paused.

      The hesitation hit Whiskey like ice water on a flame. His pulse thundered in his ears. His skin went clammy. Every muscle trembled from exhaustion and restraint as shame twisted through his gut.

      “Ah yes,” whispered Passenger. “The value of friendship.”

      Then the shame shifted—mutated—curdling into pain, into indignation, and beneath that, something worse. His hands curled into fists so tight his knuckles popped.

      It doesn’t matter. He didn’t have time for doubts or trivial worries born of insignificant feelings. He couldn’t afford to care.

      He had to move forward.

      I follow the Way, he thought, not trusting himself to think anything else.

      He turned the handle with more force than necessary and shoved the door open.

      Inside, both men turned—startled.

      Felix stood half leaning against his desk, arms crossed. George lounged in a chair, tuxedo immaculate, red glasses flashing like blood in the light.

      A smile that had nothing to do with how he felt touched his lips as he watched George—the quicker of the two to react—spring to his feet, his cane appearing in his hand. Whiskey stared at the man before flicking his gaze to Felix, who had yet to move.

      He didn’t care that he’d burst in with more force than necessary.

      He didn’t worry that he’d interrupted the brothers’ conversation.

      And he certainly didn’t mind the startled looks on both of their faces.

      “Cuz?” the big man asked, his expression shifting from mild surprise to deep concern as he took in Whiskey’s bloodstained, tattered appearance. “What happened? You all right?”

      He pushed away from the desk and moved to approach Whiskey, but was blocked by his brother’s outstretched arm.

      “Hmm, yes,” George smirked, any trace of alarm already replaced by smug satisfaction. “What happened, little wolf? Bite off more than you could chew? You’d do well to remember that when pride comes, so too does disgrace.”

      Whiskey’s spine stiffened, and his gaze flicked back to George. He could feel the deep, molten rage boiling inside him, amplified by Passenger’s pulses of aggression from where he’d locked it down in his mind and the gnawing hunger of being drained of his anima. It would be so easy to crush this tiny man, to feast on his aura, to have his fill.

      So gods-damned easy.

      But instead he forced himself to blink. To take a deep breath through his nose, pushing the thoughts aside, forcing his focus back to the task at hand.

      I follow the Way, he thought, repeating it over and over like a mantra as he looked toward Felix and said aloud, “I just got back from the factory. LME is making something I’ve never seen—something that involves liquefying truckloads of drugs. And they’re using necromancy.”

      He shook his head.

      “They’ve got…I don’t even know what to call them. They looked like they used to be people—though whether human or mythic, hard to say. They were grafted onto machinery. Enhanced with weaponry. The one I fought was resistant to magic and strong enough to take out a tank.”

      Felix’s face darkened. He glanced at George. “Flesh golems.”

      George scoffed. “How many flesh golems you ever heard of got weapons? I bet the next thing he’ll say is the Lich Lord’s right in the middle of it—stirrin’ it up in his big black cauldron.”

      Whiskey’s eyes narrowed. “Only a few days ago,” he said, “Baron Samedi—your patron Loa—intervened personally to make sure someone witnessed the abduction of your granddaughter. Now your brother, who knows more about necromancy than most necromancers, says this is real.” He shook his head. “If you don’t trust us, why are you even here?”

      George twirled his top hat on one finger. “I told you. Just ’cause the Baron’s cookin’ somethin’ don’t mean he expects me to eat. And it ain’t Fix I don’t trust.”

      Whiskey’s scowl deepened. “Why would I lie?”

      George smiled. “Why does anyone?”

      Whiskey couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

      The drugs. The necromancers. Everything LME was doing formed an overwhelming threat, and George thought he was making it up?

      “Mr. Baptiste,” he said, keeping his voice steady, “this isn’t a game. I’m telling you this turf war is meaningless. You need to⁠—”

      George shot to his feet, chair slamming against the wall.

      “You don’t get to tell me what I need, and you sure as shit don’t get to say what does or doesn’t have meaning to me!”

      Whiskey met George’s amber glare with an amethyst one of his own. “Isaiah Scott is dead. There’s no one left for you to fight.”

      George’s face twisted. “You a damned liar!”

      “How?” Felix asked.

      “LME,” Whiskey said. “They took Hallie. They killed Isaiah.”

      George scoffed. “How do you know?”

      “I watched it happen.”

      George narrowed his eyes. “And how did you ‘watch it happen’?”

      Whiskey hesitated. He glanced at Felix, who was watching him closely.

      “I was there.”

      “Where?” George snarled.

      “The Blazeon factory in Fruitvale,” Whiskey said. “The police need proof before they can green-light a sting. I was gathering evidence when I saw Isaiah get caught trying to escape with Hallie.”

      Felix’s eyes widened. “Isaiah tried to rescue Hallie? He was telling the truth?”

      Whiskey shook his head. “No. From what it sounded like, he’d been involved with them, and changed his mind.”

      George’s nostrils flared. “And Hallie?”

      “They took her back.”

      George’s fists clenched. “And you didn’t stop them?”

      Whiskey’s jaw tightened. “They were too far. If I’d tried…”

      George cut him off with a snort of contempt. “Oh, I’m sure. And I’m sure you got proof, right, nip?” His tone turned sharp. “After all, that’s what you were there for: actual proof. Right?”

      Whiskey paused.

      “I saw…”

      “I didn’t ask what you saw, you damn creep!” George barked. “Do. You. Got. Proof?”

      Whiskey grit his teeth. “There were complications.”

      “Complications?” George echoed, mocking. “Of course.”

      “The bounty hunter I’ve been working with got caught. She needed extraction. I left before I could collect anything concrete.”

      George sneered, turning to Felix. “But of course he did.”

      Felix glanced at Whiskey, jaw tight. “I’m sure he had a good reason,” he said, but his tone wavered.

      Whiskey shook his head, unable to meet his friend’s eyes. “She was being tortured. And I…”

      George let out a disgusted noise and shoved past Felix toward the door.

      “Where you goin’?” Felix demanded.

      “To take back what’s mine,” George snapped. “This story’s paper-thin, and I ain’t fallin’ for it. This man might reside in the Mo’, but he don’t live and breathe it. He’s an outsider. And without proof? I don’t trust him. Not with my people’s lives.”

      White-hot anger surged through Whiskey. Angry as he was, his control faltered, and he loosened his grip—just enough for Passenger to slip free.

      “You’re the only one who sees how important this is, Kinichiro. Stop trying to work with them. Start controlling them.”

      Passenger was right. Who in all the hells did this human think he was?

      “You deluded, arrogant, small-minded fool,” Whiskey said, and triggered Passion.

      George spun, blade flashing from his cane. Whiskey didn’t move, barely noticing. His focus was elsewhere.

      His will pressed toward George’s aura. It burned like a fortress—hot, bitter, tightly controlled. Built to incinerate most intruders. But he wasn’t most intruders.

      “You know, Mr. Baptiste,” he said, his will circling the blaze, a faint smile touching his lips.

      George’s aura blazed, lashing out like wildfire, but Whiskey ignored it, letting his will creep closer. Close enough to antagonize.

      “I’ve been thinking about that story you told. The one with the clever old lion.” He grinned. “Because I remember a different version.”

      George’s eyes narrowed, but Whiskey only shrugged and went on. “The lion’s teeth were dull. His claws worn to nubs. Too weak to hunt, he stayed in his cave. Let the foolish animals approach. And when they came to claim his crown—when they got too close—he devoured them.”

      His smile widened, teeth flashing, as he pushed his will forward. George’s aura, like coils of fire, wrapped around Whiskey’s presence like the tendrils of a flaming jellyfish. The will behind them tightened, attempting to sear, to incinerate, to crush.

      Whiskey let it.

      “That was,” he said, his Passion basking in the heat like it belonged there, “until the wolf heard about the lion.” He leaned in, voice quiet. “And saw through his lies.”

      Then, with surgical precision, Whiskey’s will slipped through the inferno, unaffected.

      And bit down.

      George’s aura twisted like a speared eel. Rage poured out of him like blood from a torn artery. But Whiskey held fast, drinking it in like a man tasting water after years in the desert.

      So gods-damned easy.

      George blinked. His face twitched as Whiskey felt the man’s carefully curated fury begin to drain away.

      “W-what is this, you damned dwimmer nip?”

      Whiskey’s grin sharpened. “The wolf saw through the lie,” he said, voice calm, eyes glowing as his pupils slowly contracted into slits. “He made sure no more animals came to the lion’s cave. And with no prey left…”

      He smiled wider and shot George a wink.

      “…the old lion starved.”

      George bellowed and lunged⁠—

      Click.

      The man froze the sound echoed through the room and Whiskey’s pistol pressed into the soft spot beneath his chin.

      “You think I don’t got protection from bullets?” George sneered.

      Whiskey stared into his eyes and pulled harder. The pistol in his hand glowed violet, the metal humming as he used George’s own anima to charge the shot meant to kill him.

      “I’m telling you, your little war is over,” Whiskey said, quiet and cold. “And you’re too blind to see the global threat because you think I’m the problem.” This time, it was his turn to sneer. “You’re not just paranoid. You’re an idiot.”

      George’s face twisted with fury, but his sword hand trembled, and as Whiskey drank in the rage, he felt it shift into something different, but no less sweet.

      He shuddered as he tasted the man’s fear.

      This was it.

      Not just because he wanted to kill George.

      Because he Needed to.

      Not just because it would stop a war.

      Because it would show these pretenders how a proper lord acted.

      “And it’s within the Way,” Passenger whispered.

      Whiskey’s smile widened, and he⁠—

      “That’s enough!”

      Felix’s voice cut through the room like a blade.

      He stepped between them, arms raised, forcing them apart.

      “We’re here to make an alliance,” he snapped. “And you two are squabblin’ like children.”

      Then, to Whiskey’s surprise, Felix turned on him. “George is my brother, Kin,” he said firmly. “He came to talk. Needing proof doesn’t make him wrong. If LME’s usin’ necromancers, the Saints are the best ones to fight ’em, and George is the Saints. So do a better job talkin’, yah hear?”

      Whiskey’s eyes narrowed on Felix. With Passion still active, the man’s fear was crystal clear.

      But then he paused. Feeding as he was, his aura sensitivity was heightened, more attuned to the emotions radiating off those around him. He could not only taste the emotions themselves, but the motivations—the reason behind them.

      Felix wasn’t afraid of him.

      He was afraid for him.

      The realization crashed against his anger. Forcing it back long enough to let him think.

      Was this what he wanted? What he was?

      No.

      Maybe.

      As always, he fell back on his teaching. What was the Seijō-no-Michi.

      The Pure Way.

      The framework of his very being. A path created to guide him on how to help. To be of service.

      “The Order believes in the Seijō-no-Michi…I know you will do what is right…”

      “Fool,” Passenger roared. “What are you doing? Don’t⁠—!”

      But again Whiskey exhaled, expelling enough of his own rage to regain control. With another exertion of will, he closed his eyes, seized Passenger, slammed it back into its cage, and withdrew Passion.

      When he opened his eyes again, they were still a stunning violet, but the pupils had returned to normal.

      “Just go,” he whispered.

      George gasped, and Whiskey could sense the fear in him even as he appeared to recover his nerve.

      Whiskey had taken the fight out of the man. At least for now.

      “You’ll regret that, nip,” he growled, though he sheathed his sword. “That’s the last time you get the drop on me.”

      Whiskey didn’t look at him.

      With a final snarl, George turned toward the door.

      “Geo,” Felix urged. “You gotta listen.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Fix,” George muttered, settling his top hat on his head. “I don’t gotta do anything. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a war to finish.”

      “Geo, please!” Felix called. “You’re making a mistake.”

      But George didn’t slow.

      Felix turned to Whiskey, desperation etched across his face.

      “I need your phone,” Whiskey said. “This complicates things, but it’s not over. I need to contact the SFPD. Now.”

      Felix cleared his throat and showed the phone on his desk. Whiskey dialed Bruno’s line. It rang for almost a minute before it connected.

      “This is Bruno.”

      “It’s me.”

      “Mononobe? Hang on.”

      Whiskey heard footsteps—and then the click of a door.

      “Where in the bloody damned hells have you been?” Bruno demanded.

      “The factory.”

      Bruno grunted. “What’d you find?”

      Whiskey recounted everything: the concoction, flesh golems, necromancy. But when he finished, Bruno didn’t sound excited. He sounded tired.

      “Tell me you got evidence. Something solid?”

      Whiskey grimaced. “No. There was a disturbance. I had to leave fast. But there’s enough probable cause to⁠—”

      “Of fucking course,” Bruno snapped. “Where are you now?”

      Whiskey hesitated. “Somewhere safe. We’re past the six-hour mark. Are you ready to move?”

      “Don’t worry about that.” Bruno’s voice was curt. “Right now, I want to make sure you and I are on the same page. Tell me where you are, and I’ll meet you.”

      A sick feeling twisted in Whiskey’s gut. “Why, Inspector? Don’t you have to get moving? LME had their hands full but were gearing up for something⁠—”

      “I said don’t worry about that, Mononobe,” Bruno said again. “What I need to know now is where I can find y⁠—”

      His voice cut off and more shuffling followed on the other end before a very different, unmistakably familiar voice spoke into the receiver.

      “Kinichiro Mononobe,” it drawled. “It’s been too long.”

      Whiskey went rigid. The voice had a high baritone, touched with a faint Virginian lilt. It wasn’t loud or dramatic, though Whiskey knew its owner had a tendency to speak in hurried bursts.

      It was a voice people listened to.

      “Edgar?” Whiskey asked, voice tight.

      There was a minor pause before the voice said, “We’ve gone over this, Kinichiro. You will refer to me as Director Hoover. I would’ve hoped, after all these years, you’d have learned your place.”

      Whiskey swallowed.

      John Edgar Hoover.

      The man who owned him.

      “What are you doing here?” Whiskey demanded.

      “You’ve been breaking the bureau’s number one rule,” Hoover said easily. “You remember the rule, don’t you?”

      Whiskey gripped the phone until the plastic creaked. “Ed—Director Hoover,” he said, trying to stay calm, “I can prove that⁠—”

      “We’ve already raided the Blazeon factory,” Hoover interrupted. “Or rather, we tried. It’ll be hours before the flames are contained.”

      Whiskey’s stomach dropped. “What?”

      “The Blazeon factory is on fire,” Hoover said, letting the words hang in the air.

      Whiskey’s breath caught. Any evidence still inside would soon be ash; fire was the ultimate destroyer, and even the strongest wards failed under enough heat.

      All his work—every carefully laid plan—was ashes.

      I know you will do what is right…

      But…

      He had done what was right.

      He’d followed the Way.

      So why wasn’t it working?

      “There has to be something, anything we can do!” he pleaded, voice fraying.

      “Yes,” Hoover replied. “There’s much we can do. But not you. Your deception of Inspector Bruno makes it clear. You’re no longer affiliated with the FBI.

      “Your actions weren’t sanctioned. They weren’t the work of a federal contractor, but a deranged vigilante.”

      Whiskey’s mind reeled.

      “You crossed the line, Mr. Mononobe,” Hoover continued, voice flat. “But if you return to headquarters and submit to arrest, I can promise leniency.”

      Arrest?

      “If you refuse, we will consider any further activity as hostile. And you will be hunted down and exterminated.”

      Whiskey’s hand trembled. It was hard to breathe. Exterminated?

      “Am I clear, Mister⁠—”

      Whiskey hung up the phone.

      Someone beside him spoke, but the words didn’t land. Just noise. Distant.

      Again, Passenger slipped free.

      “There’s nothing else to be done, Kinichiro,” it murmured.

      “I’ve spent so much,” Whiskey thought. “Can’t they see that?”

      He tried to focus. Strip out emotion. Strip out fear. Desire. Calculate. Find the Way.

      What did it say he should do?

      He found…

      Nothing.

      Within his mind, Passenger let out a long, loud breath.

      “Well,” it said. “You’ve done all you could. But this world of prey doesn’t want you. They’ve turned on you—again. And I’m tired of watching you contort yourself, shrink yourself, hurt yourself, so that you can follow this gods-forsaken Seijō-no-Michi, even as it crumbles beneath your feet. So why not try a new path?”

      He moved as if in a dream. Walking to the door—opening it.

      Through the small hall and into the main room of the diner.

      The restaurant buzzed around him—voices, movement, eyes—but Whiskey barely noticed. He needed to leave.

      A hand touched his shoulder. He grabbed it, twisted, dropped the person to their knees—then kept moving.

      “What now?”

      Passenger’s voice was steady—almost kind. “To them you’re just another monster, Kinichiro. So why not embrace it?”

      Cool air rushed over him as he stepped outside. A sharp tingle drew his gaze to his wrist. The gris-gris bracelet. Jasmine’s protection. It felt foreign. Irritating. Empty. He tore it off and hurled it into the gutter.

      Then he drew a breath sharp enough to sting. The city smelled like ash and dirt and ruin.

      It didn’t matter.

      So he nodded.

      And for the first time in almost fifty years…

      Whiskey turned from the Way.

      Instead, he walked east—toward the Afterlife.
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          MICKEY FEEDS THE FIRE

        

      

    

    
      DATE UNKNOWN

      Mickey stood atop a familiar moonlit hill, perched at the edge of a craggy, pockmarked cliff.

      To one side, fields of tall grass and wind-twisted shrubs rippled outward—each gust shaping them into slow, whispering waves.

      To the other, dark surf slammed into jagged rock, mirroring the star-strewn sky above. Violent. Relentless. As if the sea itself were trying to claw its way inland.

      Between those two worlds—at the hill’s crest—a small fire burned. Its glow danced across the earth in restless flickers, casting shadows that moved like spirits trapped between flame and smoke.

      And beside it, a man danced.

      Tall and lanky, his body painted in stark black and white, skin gleaming gold in the firelight, he wore little more than a loincloth, a feathered headdress, and a necklace strung with tiny animal skulls that clicked with every spin.

      He twirled and leaped with primal grace. His movements weren’t chaotic, and they weren’t ordered—yet somehow, they held both within them. His voice rose in fierce whoops and cries, carrying a song performed with both fury and love.

      Mickey couldn’t understand the words, but she felt them. They spoke of something older than language.

      Of creation. Of destruction.

      It was a song sung at the world’s beginning. And a lullaby for its end.

      Drawn forward, she stepped closer without meaning to—close enough to breathe in the fire’s smoke.

      She watched, captivated, as he threw back his head and howled. The sound was both joyous and mournful. A celebration and a lament. It crashed outward, rising above and drowning out the wind and waves. And when that too faded, only the fire’s crackle remained.

      Then he turned, and their eyes locked. His were gold-green, like twin stars gleaming in the firelight. Piercing. Patient. Older than memory.

      Coyote.

      He didn’t speak. He watched. Mickey inhaled the smoke, smelled sage and brine. And asked the only question that came to mind.

      “Am I alive?”

      Coyote tilted his head, his necklace clacking. “That depends on how you look at things, little hunter.” He studied her. “What do you feel?”

      Mickey drew a long breath and exhaled. “It’s complicated.”

      Coyote’s laughter rolled across the plains, rising and falling until it blurred into the wild yipping of his kind. “When isn’t it?”

      A hollow smile touched her lips, then vanished.

      “What’s all this?” she asked, gesturing to the hills, the cliff, the fire. “I thought there were rules about speaking with the Divine.”

      Coyote’s eyes twinkled. “I’ve never been much for rules,” he said, then sighed. “But even I’ve got limits. I can’t tell you answers. Only put your eyes on the right question. And I can only appear to someone I’ve named as an emissary.”

      Mickey raised an eyebrow. “Emissary?”

      He shrugged again. “Yeah, it’s a white man’s word—but so’s ‘champion,’ and I figured you’d balk even harder at that.”

      She tsked and looked away, which made him chuckle.

      He settled on a log beside the fire, grabbed a stick to poke the flames, then patted the space next to him. “Please—this is your place too, hunter.”

      She studied him cautiously. She’d grown up hearing stories—Diné stories, and others too—enough to know animal spirits were notoriously mercurial. To her tribe, Ma’ii, the Coyote, was perhaps the most mysterious of the bunch. Said to be a trickster. A chaos-bringer. Sometimes a hero, sometimes a monster.

      Always dangerous.

      But as she looked at him now, he seemed warm. Casual. Almost kind.

      She glanced beyond the fire. The sky stretched wide and clear, stars scattered like diamonds on a velvet canvas. Shapes stirred in the hills, but none appeared threatening. So she sat beside him.

      The fire hissed and whispered, flames leaping like dancing spirits. Embers spiraled upward, scented with cedar and ozone. She picked up a stick and stirred the logs. The heat prickled her skin—not painful, but alert. Present. As if it sensed her watching.

      Her thoughts spun toward the six—no, seven, Schultz had mentioned another—missing women, and her chest tightened.

      They were still out there. It had been her job to find them. She hadn’t.

      She’d done nothing.

      Worse than nothing.

      She’d let herself become distracted.

      “You’re right,” she murmured. “I’m no one’s champion.”

      A shaky breath escaped, and the shadows around the fire pressed in.

      “I don’t even know why I’m still alive,” she whispered. “If someone handed me a file on my life and asked for an objective review, I’d flag her as a liability. A danger. Not just to herself, but to everyone around her.”

      Her throat tightened. She swallowed hard. “But every time I think I’m ready, when I get close, when I pick up the gun—I…” Tears blurred her vision. She wiped at them, furious, ashamed, but they kept falling. “So I throw myself into impossible situations. Things no one should survive. But somehow I do.”

      She thought of her capture. The pain of the saw. Then his hands at her throat. “I wanted to let go. To…”

      Her voice caught. The words were too raw. Too honest. And too false. She’d been too afraid. She still was. Her voice slipped out, barely a whisper.

      “I’m a fucking coward. Too scared to do what needs doing. To face what I deserve.”

      Her breath hitched, and she cried.

      For a long time, the only sounds were the fire’s crackle, the crickets in the distance, and her sobs.

      Then Coyote smiled. “Which is why I called you my emissary instead,” he said gently.

      Startled, she let out a broken laugh and looked up. Beneath the fierce paint, his expression was soft. Kind. It cut right through her.

      “I…”

      “You’re fucked up,” he said with a shrug. “No shame in it. You’re not the first to get twisted around the axle, and you won’t be the last. This time? Sure, it led to failure. Big, messy, catastrophically dumb failure.”

      He smiled again—this one smaller. More serious. “But that’s life. Failure’s a catalyst for change. Take it from someone with experience.”

      Mickey tilted her head. Something flickered in his gaze. She picked up a deep regret, maybe even a hint of shame.

      But beneath that, something deeper:

      Understanding.

      Real understanding.

      He saw her fear, her guilt, her weakness—and he understood.

      The warmth of it filled her so fast she could hardly breathe. She wiped a tear and sniffed.

      “And here I am blubbering about how much I want to live to the next closest thing to Death himself.”

      Coyote wrinkled his nose. “You throw one rock in a lake, and suddenly you’re the guy who made Death stick,” he muttered. Then sighed and stirred the fire. “What you’re experiencing is nothing new, little hunter.”

      The flames rose, reshaping into shifting forms of eagles, bears, fish, and, of course, coyotes.

      “Thousands of stories speak to that struggle,” he said. “I’m partial to the Aniyunwiya tale about the two wolves locked in battle.”

      He prodded the fire again, and flames leaped higher, taking on the form of two wolves circling each other, snarling.

      “The first,” he said, as one grew larger, “represents joy, peace, love.” It shrank as the second expanded, darker, heavier. “The other embodies sorrow, war.”

      His gold-green eyes flicked meaningfully to hers.

      “Hate.”

      The wolves lunged, tearing into each other in vicious, fiery combat. Mickey inhaled sharply, and the fire shifted, freezing in mid-motion. The wolves locked together, suspended in brutal stillness.

      “And the one who wins,” she said, voice hushed, “is the one you choose to feed.”

      “Everybody remembers the feeding part.” Coyote chuckled. Then he sobered, and something in his posture shifted, and Mickey became intensely aware of how much more there was to this being than the “man” sitting next to her. “Nobody remembers you don’t always get to pick what shows up hungry.”

      A shiver slid down Mickey’s spine.

      We’re all born with darkness inside us, Owen had once told her. But that isn’t who we are. It’s our actions—how we fight it, what we choose to do in spite of it—that truly matter.

      The memory settled over her like a weighted blanket. She leaned back, letting the fire’s warmth sink in. Something stirred deep within her. Small. Quiet. Forgotten coals flickering back to life. Embers remembering how to breathe.

      She inhaled slowly and noticed new scents in the night. She smelled the rich earth, cool grass, wildflowers, and salty sea.

      It was really nice.

      Her eyes drifted back to the sometimes deity, sometimes animal spirit beside her. “This isn’t what I expected.”

      Coyote chuckled, poking the flames. “And what’d you expect?”

      “Someone less personable.”

      He smirked. “Yeah, well. We all have our moments.”

      She nodded, thoughtful.

      “Why am I here, Coyote?” she asked, poking the fire with her stick. “This isn’t just a pep talk.”

      The flames danced in his gold-green eyes. “Reasons.”

      She looked up to give a flat, unimpressed look. He only smiled, so she rolled her eyes and muttered, “Gods…”

      His smile sharpened. “When my signs weren’t enough, I needed an excuse to talk.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “Signs? What signs?”

      Coyote poked the fire again. A spark zipped from the flames, darting through the air like a zigzagging bug. It took Mickey a second to realize it had formed into a housefly. It landed on his hand, buzzed ember wings—then fizzled out.

      She blinked as she remembered. The fly in the interrogation room. The dying plants at the station. The moldy produce at the liquor store. The dead path in the park.

      “Those were signs?” she snorted. “How in all the hells was I supposed to piece together anything from a few dead plants and one stupid fly?”

      Coyote smiled fondly. “Symbolism’s never been your thing.”

      Mickey narrowed her eyes, briefly considering whether smacking a deity with a stick was worth the consequences. “I got the wolf thing, didn’t I?” she grumbled.

      Coyote huffed a laugh. “Luckily,” he went on, “as my not-champion, you’re entitled to a little more direct contact than most.”

      Mickey shook her head. “So you hijacked my breakdown to bend the rules?”

      She was sure Coyote’s canines sharpened ever so slightly as his smile broadened.

      “Gods-damned gods,” she said, chuckling as she rested her elbows on her knees. “All right, Trickster. I’m here. What do you want me to know?”

      Coyote’s smile faded as he stared at her. “It’s going to get harder, hunter.”

      Mickey rolled her eyes. “Oh, now you’re offering me an out? You’d think you’d know when to quit when you’re ahead, Yotey.”

      He smiled again, but held his gaze on her. A silent question lingered.

      Mickey sighed.

      “You said it yourself. I’m not the first person to be fucked up. And I can’t walk away. I’m not letting those women get turned into whatever sacrifice Schultz and his freak show have planned. I’ve got enough ghosts already.” She shot him a wink. “I’m in. So what is it?”

      Coyote’s grin returned, and he poked the fire. Shapes shimmered in the flames, shifting, stretching until they became towers.

      “The towers,” she breathed. “They’re part of this? How?”

      He stirred the flames again. The towers dissolved into the image of a train plunging off a cliff.

      Mickey’s heart froze. “The nightmares…” she whispered. Her eyes snapped to his. “That was also you?”

      Coyote looked up, but his expression had become unreadable.

      “Oh, come on,” she groaned. “Is that what you meant by it’ll get harder?”

      His head tilted, but he said nothing.

      She opened her mouth to complain further, but stopped. “Ah yes, the aforementioned rules.” She nodded slowly. “You can’t say more.”

      Coyote didn’t answer. But his posture eased.

      Mickey leaned back, brow furrowed. Something in the dreams, in her memories, mattered. But what?

      When nothing came to mind, she exhaled slowly. “I’ll have to think on it,” she said with a firm nod. “Anything else?”

      Coyote met her gaze for a long quiet moment.

      Then he shook his head.

      “Good luck, emissary,” he said softly. “I hope you choose the right wolf.” He shrugged. “And who knows? Perhaps what you carry out of here gives someone else a chance down the road.”

      Before she could respond, the fire flared, and wind roared past her ears. She looked up as the stars stretched into silver streaks, the hilltop around her beginning to swirl, unraveling into something vast and unknowable. Returning to its true form—whatever that might be.

      “Wait,” she shouted. “That’s it? That’s all you’ve got?”

      Coyote’s eyes gleamed.

      “Oh, come on, you son of a…”

      The world dropped out from under her before she could finish, and a long, echoing howl chased her into the void.
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          MICKEY WAKES UP

        

      

    

    
      October 29, 1951

      The dream clung to Mickey as if she’d just walked through a thick spider’s web—gently tearing away, but still sticking and tangling her thoughts as she drifted back to consciousness. Images of dancing flames, their smoke rising over a crashing sea, blended with dust and noxious yellow fumes spilling into a hallway filled with broken shelves and severed limbs. The glint of stars twinkled like the glare off surgical steel as wind whistled through tall grass and rose into a siren’s wail. Pain, fear, warmth, and comfort tangled through her psyche as her eyes fluttered open, caught in gossamer threads of memory she couldn’t shake.

      She lifted a hand to wipe her eyes. To clear her head.

      Or at least she tried.

      Her breath hitched as something heavy pinned her down, locking her in place.

      She couldn’t move.

      Her eyes snapped fully open. Her pulse spiked. Cold, immediate terror surged through her veins.

      She was still trapped. Still strapped to that gods-forsaken chair.

      The rescue, the escape, had been nothing more than a fevered dream.

      No. No, no, no. Please, no.

      Her vision swam as tears spilled sideways across her cheeks. She tried to lift her hands again and failed.

      A faint tap made her draw in a startled breath, and her eyes snapped open, darting from shadow to shadow.

      A flicker of movement caught her eye. Something crept toward her from the darkness. Silent. Menacing.

      Then it pounced.

      She opened her mouth to scream, but froze when a spiky, bat-winged creature slammed into her chest.

      “Boss!”

      Mickey’s heart stuttered. Her breath burst from her in a strangled half gasp, her disoriented brain not quite keeping up with what her eyes were telling her.

      “Bullet?” she rasped.

      Huge blue eyes blinked down at her as Bullet’s beak-like muzzle split into a needle-toothed grin.

      “Hiya!”

      Only then did Mickey realize she was lying down, propped up by pillows in a small bed. A powerful, dizzying wave of relief crashed over her.

      “By the Nine’s saggy balls, Bullet,” she croaked. “You scared the hells out of me.”

      She couldn’t help it. Tears ran down her face, hot and unchecked.

      Thank the gods, it wasn’t a dream. That place. That fire. Coyote’s understanding. It was real.

      He tilted his head. “Boss?”

      She sniffed hard and forced a small smile. “Yeah, I’m okay. But I can’t breathe, you big idiot.”

      Bullet looked down. “Oh.”

      He scrambled down toward her legs, though his face tightened with concern as he stretched his neck, inching his face closer despite now being all the way by her feet.

      With his fifty-odd pounds no longer crushing her ribs, she pretended not to notice and instead took in her surroundings.

      Dim orange light spilled through the windows, casting long shadows across rows of empty beds with neatly stacked piles of folded blankets on each one. The setup had the stark, orderly feel of a barracks. Beside her, a small table held the book she’d made Mononobe take from the factory.

      She tried sitting up again, but the heavy blankets clung to her like lead, refusing to let her rise.

      “Ugh,” she grunted, collapsing back. “I feel awful.”

      At this, Bullet’s eyes lit up. “Oh!” He raised a single claw. “Y-yessss.”

      Hopping off the bed, he padded across the room. On his back legs, he looked like a child in an oversized Halloween costume as he waddled toward a small table where a pitcher of water waited beside an empty glass.

      With exaggerated care, he gripped the pitcher between his wing-claws and poured. Then glass in claw, he waddled back and held a straw to her lips.

      Only then did she realize how thirsty she was. She latched onto the straw, gulping greedily.

      And immediately choked as the room-temperature water hit her throat.

      “Boss!” Bullet scolded, yanking the glass away and splashing a few drops on her chin.

      “Hey!” she wheezed. “Give it back!”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “Bullet!”

      “No,” he insisted.

      “Why not?”

      He exaggerated a quick slurp, then mimed choking with a dramatic wheeze. Then shook his head again.

      “No.”

      Then with great drama, he took a slow, careful sip—finishing with a smug, satisfied “Ahhh.”

      He looked at her. “Yes?”

      Mickey narrowed her eyes, wanting to argue on principle, but exhaled instead. “Okay,” she said. “You’re right. I’ll go slower. Now, may I please have some more?”

      He gave her a skeptical look, rolled his eyes, and brought the straw back to her lips. This time, she sipped slowly. Deliberately. When she was about halfway through the glass, he pulled it away.

      “That’s it?” she complained.

      “Yes,” he said firmly, setting it down. Then he made a gesture toward her pillow and shoulder.

      “What?” she asked.

      He muttered something unintelligible, sighed, and repeated the motion.

      Mickey sighed. She wanted to crack a joke about how hard it was to get good help these days, but the water had revived her a little—so instead, she groaned and pushed herself upright. Sort of. She managed to inch herself up before collapsing against the pillows with a final grunt.

      Bullet flapped his wings excitedly, eyes flashing from blue to orange to violet.

      Smiling faintly, she shifted onto her injured arm—wincing in anticipation of pain.

      Only…nothing hurt.

      Her muscles were sore, but no worse than after a hard workout. She pulled her arm free from the blankets and stared. The deep gash from Mengele’s saw was gone. In its place was smooth, nearly unmarked skin—like it had healed decades ago.

      “How long was I out?”

      Bullet made a sound somewhere between a bleating goat and a frustrated growl. His face scrunched as he tried again—only to emit a jumble of whines, chirps, and whistles.

      Mickey exhaled. “Ah. Right. You’d be able to talk better if it had been a while.” She studied him a moment, the image of the swollen, twitching Mengele filling her mind. “You spent too much of your stinger on that son of a bitch, didn’t you?” She pursed her lips, shoving the memory aside.

      The monster deserved worse.

      “What’s it been? Two-ish days?”

      Relief eased some of the tension from her shoulders. There was still time.

      She ran her fingers over the faint ridge of scar tissue.

      “So someone did this with magic?”

      Bullet nodded, his eyes fading back to blue.

      “Whoever was able to do this in such a short amount of time had to be working some serious magic,” she observed. “Was it Mononobe?”

      The nodding stopped. His eyes glinted red, then yellow, before settling back to blue. He shook his head hard.

      Mickey frowned. “Okay. You’ll have to tell me more once you can talk again.” She gestured around them. “So…where are we, then?”

      Before Bullet could answer, there was a loud click, and light flooded the room.

      “I can help with that,” said an amused voice from the doorway.

      Wincing against the sudden brightness, Mickey turned. A woman in a well-fitted yellow-and-orange dress stood smiling at the threshold.

      Bullet let out an excited chirp, dropped to all fours, then flapped up to land on her shoulder.

      “Hello, Boo,” the woman greeted.

      “Boss!” Bullet chirped, pointing a wing at Mickey.

      “I see that,” the woman chuckled, rubbing his head. “And I see you gave her the water like we talked about. Well done.”

      Mickey blinked. “Boo?”

      “Boo!” Bullet echoed, fidgeting like an overexcited child.

      The woman rolled her eyes. “It was the only thing he could say when we first met.” She shifted the tray in her hands with a teasing sigh. “Oof! You gonna make me spill.”

      But her smile made it clear she didn’t mind. She set the tray on the empty bed beside Mickey and shot her a playful wink.

      Mickey studied the woman—she was beautiful. Well into middle age and comfortably plump, her ochre skin, full lips, and sharp, intelligent eyes exuded an effortless poise that struck Mickey as nothing short of regal. There was nothing arrogant about her—far from it—but Mickey had the distinct feeling of being in the presence of a benevolent monarch, the sort people followed because they felt safe.

      “I swear to Legba, give this one a hamburger, and you got yo’self a friend for life.”

      Mickey returned the smile, albeit hesitantly. “Yeah, well,” she said. “I guess I should thank you, Miss…?”

      “Call me Jasmine, chère,” the woman said, waving a hand as she grabbed a nearby pillow. “Here. Let’s get you up.”

      She smelled of soap and fresh flowers, and moved with such calm confidence that Mickey didn’t even think to resist.

      “There,” Jasmine said, settling her against the pillows. “That’s better. Now, you must feel weaker than a newborn kitten. Let’s get something in you.”

      She turned and picked up the tray. “Be careful now. It’s still hot.”

      The bowl of thin broth and soda crackers might as well have been a porterhouse from Peter Luger’s, for how much it made Mickey’s mouth water.

      Hands trembling, she brought the spoon to her lips. It was simple, yet comforting—just salty enough to draw out its depth without overpowering.

      In short, it was perfect.

      Warmth bloomed in her chest as strength trickled back into her limbs. A giddy high overtook her, pulling a wide grin across her face. “This…this is amazing!” she exclaimed, crumbling crackers into the broth and shoveling more in, not caring about the drips running down her chin.

      A rich chuckle rumbled from the doorway. Mickey looked up, spoon halfway to her mouth, and froze.

      A large man leaned casually against the frame. His dark chocolate skin gleamed in the low light, and a neatly trimmed beard framed his jaw—though it didn’t quite hide the heavy scars beneath. His arms were crossed. His gaze was amused.

      “I’m sure the folks at Campbell’s will be thrilled with the review,” he drawled, stepping inside. “Though I’m bettin’ after what you’ve been through, we could’ve served you moldy bread and pond water, and you’d still call it the best meal you ever had.”

      He crossed to Jasmine and shared a quick kiss.

      “You’re late,” she chided.

      He grinned, but the tension in his shoulders didn’t ease. “Sorry, dear. Gregory didn’t let me in right away.”

      “And he’s there?”

      “Mhmm.”

      The man turned back to Mickey and extended a massive hand. “Felix Baptiste,” he said warmly. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss McFinn.”

      The name hit like a landmine.

      Mickey’s spoon slipped, clattering against the bowl. Her pulse stumbled.

      Baptiste?

      Outside, a gust of wind whistled across the windowpane, raising gooseflesh along her arms—not from cold, but because she knew that sound wasn’t the wind. It was the warbling cry of a coyote.

      The room tilted. Her mind lurched back to a train in southern Poland—to the young man who had saved her life. Her gaze darted to Felix’s face: dark skin, broad shoulders, an easy smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. Take away the beard and the scars, and she could almost see that same smile on a younger face. Junior’s face.

      She turned to Jasmine—the faint furrow between her brows as she spoke. Junior’s had done the same.

      The air left Mickey’s lungs.

      These weren’t just her rescuers.

      They were Junior Baptiste’s parents.

      Without realizing she was moving, Mickey numbly took Felix’s hand, barely registering the crushing grip. “Only thanks to you two,” she mumbled automatically. “And please—call me Mickey.”

      If the large man noticed any strangeness in Mickey’s behavior, he didn’t show it.

      His smile widened. “All right then, Mickey.” He removed the tray from her lap and set it aside. “Though I can’t take credit for the healin’,” he added, nodding toward Jasmine. “That’s all Jazz.”

      Jasmine shrugged. “Our juju leaves folks weaker than decaf and hungrier than a hippo, but it works. And with the amount of anima you burned through, it’s a testament to your spirit you’re even awake, let alone upright.” She lifted a glass of water to Mickey’s lips; Mickey drank reflexively, grateful her mouth had something to keep it busy as a dozen useless words clawed at her throat.

      “I could wring Kin’s neck for droppin’ you off in that state,” Jasmine continued, accepting the glass and refilling it after Mickey handed it to her. “But don’t you worry. We got just what you need. Food made with care is good for the soul—’specially with a lagniappe of good juju.”

      “You’re workers,” Mickey said, then, worried she’d sounded too sure, softened it into a question. “Voodoo practitioners?”

      Jasmine’s smile deepened. “You know workers?”

      The memory of Junior’s face as his dome split open flashed before her eyes. She looked down at her feet. “A little. I knew one. During the war.”

      Jasmine must’ve caught her meaning; her smile dimmed slightly. “Ah,” she murmured. “I see.”

      Mickey’s throat tightened. Cool water sloshed with the soup in her stomach, making it feel as if it had turned to lead.

      What would you even say? she thought bitterly. Hey, sorry—your son’s dead because he sacrificed himself to save me. So thanks for that.

      Another good person gone while she was still here.

      Stop it, she admonished herself. These people have no idea who you are, and no good can come from reminding them about their dead son. Now move. There are people you can still help out there.

      She cleared her throat and flung off the blankets, startling Bullet, who squawked and shot into the air from where he’d been curled at her feet.

      “Sorry, buddy,” she muttered, swinging her legs over the side of the bed and pushing herself upright.

      A wave of dizziness clenched her stomach and threatened to pull her back under, but after a few steady breaths, it passed. When the world stopped spinning, she noticed Felix had politely turned his back, and Jasmine was watching her with an eyebrow raised.

      “Missing something?” the woman asked with open amusement.

      Mickey frowned and followed her gaze downward. She was naked, save for a fresh pair of underwear. Cheeks flushing, she crossed her arms over her chest.

      “You don’t happen to have something I could borrow, do you?”

      Bullet swooped to a nearby bed and dragged a folded blouse and skirt into view. “Thanks, buddy,” Mickey muttered, hobbling to dress.

      “Chère,” Jasmine said, tone patient but firm, “you need to be back in that bed, resting.”

      Mickey shook her head, buttoning the blouse and tugging the drawstring skirt into place. “Sorry, Jazz. I’ve got less than two days to figure out what the hells LME is planning before they make their move, and at least seven innocent women—Hallie included—are going to die if I don’t stop them. Probably more.” She scanned the room for shoes.

      When she found them and looked up, the warmth had drained from the couple’s faces.

      “Two days?” Felix asked.

      “Yep.” Mickey nodded, settling back on the bed as she tied her laces. Every movement seemed to bring more strength—like her body remembering how to function, one step at a time.

      “The sadistic son of a bitch who had me was also a chatty sadistic son of a bitch. LME’s planning to set off a curse on Halloween—something called the Blessing of Pogrom.”

      Felix’s eyes darted to Jasmine. “They’re using the holy day’s magical resonance to Boost its potential. Get more bang for their buck with fewer resources.”

      “It definitely tracks with this group’s particular style,” Mickey said, grunting as she straightened. She chewed her lip, then thought aloud as she weighed her next move. “Either way, I can’t go to the authorities. LME’s too connected. If I want any shot at stopping this, I’ve got to stay off their radar—and the cops’—until I’ve got actual proof.”

      Felix and Jasmine exchanged a glance.

      Felix stepped forward. “We’d like to help.”

      Mickey studied the Baptistes, glancing between the man and his wife. She could see the tension in their shoulders, but also the quiet steel in their eyes—and it struck her just how strong they were.

      No, not just strong—tempered.

      They’d been through wars, seen tragedy, suffered unimaginable loss. But instead of breaking, they’d fused together—becoming something more. Something unshakable.

      The sight of it both strengthened her resolve and hurt like hell.

      Why can’t I be like them? Why aren’t I stronger?

      She drew a steadying breath, catching herself before the spiral could continue. Self-flagellation can come later, she thought, giving the two a nod. For now, break time’s over. Time to get back to work.

      “You can start by getting Mononobe,” she said. “I thought he dropped me off, but you said your kin brought me here? I’ve got something he needs to hear.”

      She must’ve said something funny, because Felix let out a quiet snort, and a trace of Jasmine’s smile returned as she said, “Well, he ain’t blood…but he is family.”

      She smirked. “Most folks round here call him Whiskey—though why he lets ’em, I’ll never know.”

      “I like it,” Felix said with a grin.

      Jasmine rolled her eyes to Mickey and shook her head. “Boys.”

      But Mickey’s mind had locked on something else. “You mean Mononobe is family? Him?”

      Bullet, who’d repositioned back on the foot of the bed, let out a low growl.

      “Yes, chère,” Jasmine said, eyes flicking to meet both their gazes. “Is that so hard to believe?”

      Mickey raised her hands. “Didn’t mean offense. It’s just…” She trailed off. This wasn’t a fight she needed right now. So she sighed and said, “Never mind. Do you know where he is?”

      It was Felix’s turn for a heavy breath. “Things didn’t go how Kin hoped,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      He shrugged. “I’m guessin’ you knew he was workin’ a deal with the cops? Did you know he was doing it under false pretenses?”

      Mickey winced. “Cat’s out of the bag?”

      “More like saber-tooth tiger,” he said. “People don’t like bein’ lied to, especially when it counts as a federal offense.”

      “And it certainly didn’t help,” Jasmine added, “that the factory was on fire when the police got there.”

      Mickey groaned. “All of it burned,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

      Fire was the great destroyer. It wiped out everything. No evidence. No proof. Not even magic could bring back something destroyed by fire.

      Felix nodded.

      Mickey rubbed her face. She could already see where this was going. “They pinned it all on him.”

      “FBI’s already posted a bounty. Priority A.”

      Mickey’s head came up. “For Mononobe? I mean, sure, he’s tough, but A-Class tough?”

      Felix shrugged. “His only saving grace is that with the peace treaty and the Carnaval suckin’ up all their resources, they don’t got time to hunt him themselves.”

      Mickey nodded, thinking fast. “And it’ll take a few days for any A-Classers to arrive. There are only six others in the country with that kind of clearance. He should have time to skip town.”

      The Baptistes exchanged a look.

      “He ain’t skippin’ town,” Felix said with a sigh.

      Mickey tilted her head. “No?”

      Felix shook his head. “Kin’s got a certain…addiction.”

      Mickey scoffed. “That’s what you call it?” She folded her arms. “All right. You two seem like decent folks, so let me be clear—for your own good. Sure, at times, Mononobe can be charming. But there’s something wrong with him. I’ve got this ability. It’s hard to explain, but sometimes I See people. Who they really are. Their true selves.

      “And when I looked at Mononobe…”

      She paused, remembering that storm of shadow battering the castle walls. It had noticed her. Turned on her.

      “There’s something inside him. A kind of darkness. Vast. Ravenous. And it’s nearly taken all of him.”

      She looked up, expecting horror or denial. Instead, the couple looked relieved. Like she’d told them something they’d hoped to hear.

      “Nearly?” Felix asked. “Not all?”

      “No,” Mickey admitted. “But it’s only a matter of time.”

      Jasmine shrugged. “There’s darkness in all of us, chère. Kin’s is just more literal than most.”

      Mickey opened her mouth to say more, then stopped. There was something in the way Jasmine had said that last statement. It wasn’t a platitude. It was a truth. And it knocked something loose.

      Her thoughts shot back to the Whiskey Gulch Saloon before the vampire fight, when she’d used her Disruption Ring to stop him from doing something to Franky Splotch-Face and his friends.

      He’d been manipulating them. Twisting their minds. Taking from them.

      Feeding.

      With everything that had happened since, she’d forgotten all about it. But now it clicked. Felix had called it an addiction. Something deeper than mere want or need.

      Mononobe was Japanese. Incredibly strong. Had a natural affinity for physical magic. And if he could manipulate thoughts, feed on anima…

      She wasn’t an expert on mythic lineages, but she’d been around the block. There was only one mythic race that checked every one of those boxes.

      “Felix. Jasmine,” she said, voice flat. “This man you’re defending. The one you swear is just a poor victim? Is he a gods-damned Oni?”

      The Baptistes glanced at each other.

      “I thought you said you knew what he was,” Felix said.

      “I said I’d seen the darkness inside him,” Mickey snapped. “Not that he was a race of literal demons known for their power and bloodthirstiness. Oni are S-Class, for Nine’s sake.”

      “Far as we can tell,” Felix said. “Kin’s a kind of lower Oni. A-Class.”

      “And he’s done more good for this neighborhood than most ever will,” Jasmine added.

      Mickey shook her head in exasperation. “You don’t seem to get it, so let me spell it out.” She jabbed a finger toward the floor. “The Japanese brought the world to its knees during the Second World War. Because of the Oni. When they let loose, they’re damn near invincible. And so bloodthirsty their very existence is outlawed in every UN country and half the others.

      “Standard military protocol when coming across one is to strike hard and fast—preferably from the air. With enhanced ordnance.” She shrugged. “I’m sorry. But it is what it is. He is what he is.”

      Felix didn’t look angry, but his expression hardened with quiet conviction. “With all due respect, Mickey,” he said, voice calm and clear, “I think it’s you who’s not understandin’. We know the history. We understand the reasons. But Oni are still people. And people—whether they be mythic or average Joe human—ain’t so easy to sum up.”

      He spread his hands. “We’re never finished products. We’re always changin’. Even in a world full of magic, that’s our greatest power.”

      He shifted his weight, gaze steady on hers. “For as long as I’ve known Kin, he’s been fighting to prove he ain’t what the world thinks. That it ain’t what he is or what he was born into that matters. It’s what he does. How he acts—that matters.”

      Mickey was about to retort, but Felix’s final words hit her right between the eyes. Words that sounded just like what Owen had said all those years ago. Words she’d been reminded of while sitting next to Coyote’s fire.

      We’re all born with darkness inside us…It’s our actions—how we fight it, what we choose to do in spite of it—that truly matter.

      “But,” she said quietly, “he ran off when it mattered most. Chose that addiction, as you call it, instead of fight. He’s given up.”

      Felix shifted his weight, gaze steady on hers. “He may stumble. He may fall. But he hasn’t given up. He’s a fighter.”

      The memory of Mickey’s Glimpse—of that horrible, tyrannical, hungry darkness—rose again, threatening to overwhelm her as it had before. But then it changed. No—not so much changed as shifted focus. Away from the storm, and whatever it was that had burst from the waters to attack her, to the island at the very center of it all. To the castle—the stubborn little fortress that stood against it. Standing against a darkness so vast and terrible that mere seconds of exposure had left her a gibbering wreck.

      Weathered and battered.

      But unbeaten.

      And she swallowed.

      Two forces, locked in war.

      Like two wolves.

      “How can you be so sure he’ll keep fighting?” she asked quietly.

      Jasmine stepped forward and took Felix’s hand. “Faith,” she said.

      Felix smiled. “He rescued you, didn’t he?”

      Mickey winced. If not for Mononobe, she’d be shooting steam out of her ears and dancing to Mengele’s tune on metal bird legs.

      She’d forgotten.

      Something stirred inside her, stoking the embers that had been rekindled by firelight and memory, and she took a deep breath, sitting back slowly on the bed.

      She and Mononobe might have different scars, different sins, but both of them were stuck in the same loop. Clawing for a way out.

      And feeding the wrong wolf.

      She recalled something else Coyote had said with a much-too-knowing grin, and a tired smile tugged at her lips. “Someday my ass, you tricky son of a bitch,” she muttered, glancing up to find the Baptistes watching her with varying degrees of bemusement.

      With a sigh, she flicked her gaze around the room, searching for a change of subject—and landing on the book resting on the bedside table.

      The book she’d had Mononobe take from Mengele’s lair.

      “All right,” she said, looking between the couple. “We divide and conquer.”

      The two exchanged that perfectly synchronized glance only long-together couples could pull off and nodded in unison.

      Mickey grinned. “You know Fleischburgs’ in the Mission District?”

      Jasmine nodded. “I’ve heard of it.”

      “Good.”

      When she finished giving instructions, Mickey turned to Felix. “All right, let’s go get your boy. If I’m going to stop LME, I’ll need help, and an Oni goes a long way in the help department. But if he’s in as bad shape as you say, you’ll need to convince him.”

      Her grin turned sheepish. “I don’t think he likes me very much.”

      Felix’s grin spread into another painfully familiar smile. “All right,” he said. “Let’s go get him.”

      Mickey nodded and took a step toward the door, then paused. “Uh…where is he again?”

      Felix glanced at Jasmine. “The Afterlife.”

      Mickey blinked. “Come again?”

      Jasmine studied her for a beat, then raised an eyebrow. “Yeah,” she said thoughtfully. “You’re gonna need to change.”
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      There was no line outside the Afterlife.

      The hum of San Francisco nightlife—alive and buzzing with energy, typical of the downtown and financial districts—barely reached into the fog-drenched alley she and Felix walked through. What little light slipped in stretched long across the damp brick walls, then vanished into shadow.

      Other than the crisp clicks of their footsteps, it was quiet. Still. Like the alley was holding its breath.

      The enclosed space, as usual, gave Mickey the heebie-jeebies.

      Of course, it didn’t help that the dress Jasmine had insisted she wear—a forest green number that left far less to the imagination than she preferred—restricted her movement enough to create the disconcerting combination of feeling both naked and tied up.

      Still, she had to admit the makeup and sparkly emerald earrings Jasmine had fastened on her did look rather pretty.

      “You’re sure this is it?” she asked, frowning as she fought the urge to fuss with her victory rolls.

      Felix didn’t slow as he adjusted his cuffs, the sharp lines of his black suit catching what little light there was.

      “The folks runnin’ the Afterlife don’t like drawin’ attention,” he said. “Keeps things exclusive.”

      “Exclusive,” she muttered, adjusting her grip on the small clutch in her hand. She wished it held her gun—or at least a pack of smokes—instead of the little box she and Felix had picked up on the way.

      “You’ll see,” Felix said, slowing to a stop in front of what appeared to be a plain brick wall.

      Mickey followed his lead and halted. “Feels more like we’re about to get mugged,” she grumbled.

      The fog was thicker this deep into the alley, visibility cut to barely more than a few feet, so Mickey could just make out Felix’s grin.

      The big man placed a hand to the tip of his hat and said, “I am Felix George Baptiste, and my esteemed guest and I humbly request entrance into this fine establishment,” he gave a slight bow, “so that we may partake in the wonders of the Afterlife.”

      The moment the words left his mouth, the fog shifted. Not by a breeze or current of air—the air remained cool and humid—but as if a curtain had been pulled, like on a stage.

      Mickey watched as the obscuring fog slid away, revealing a wooden door set into the brick wall.

      It was heavy and unmarked by any design, though obviously carved with an extreme amount of expertise, giving it a solid beauty despite its plain style.

      But Mickey hardly gave it any thought. She was too busy staring at the figure standing in front of it.

      The ogre loomed like a purple, warty statue. Black ram-like horns curled from his head, slick with mist. Jewelry dangled from several piercings about his face, the most prominent a gold hoop that glinted from the septum of his broad, flat nose. He wore a pristine white tuxedo, its tailored cut almost comically elegant against his massive frame, and beady orange eyes watched them with the practiced boredom of a seasoned bouncer.

      Mickey blinked as a slight pinch around her eyes told her her True Sight had activated, and she saw the faintest glow of reddish-orange motes circling his horns. There was something unsettling about them—something dark and hot, as if the small cloud of embers had been pulled from the very pits of hell.

      Felix took one step forward, heels clicking as he tipped his hat with polished charm. “Good to see you again, Gregory,” he said. “You look as dashin’ as eva.”

      Gregory’s eyes shifted to Felix as if just noticing him, and his expression softened immediately. “Well, well,” the ogre rumbled. “Two visits in one day, Felix? To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      Felix shrugged. “Can’t a fella get the envie for a little more of yo’ company?” He cocked his head. “Pray tell. Is that a new nose ring?”

      Gregory’s eyes glistened as he placed a white-gloved hand over his massive chest. “You flatter me, good sir. And thank you for noticing, though I’d expect nothing less from you.” His smile tightened. “Although, if I may be so bold, isn’t it a bit late for you to be out? I daresay Jasmine wouldn’t be thrilled to learn where you are.”

      His gaze shifted toward Mickey. “Especially with such scintillating company.”

      Felix chuckled, waving a hand. “Don’t you worry. Jazz knows I’m here. But I appreciate the concern.”

      Gregory inclined his head, tone light but pointed. “Mark my words, Felix Baptiste. We’ll make regulars of you two yet.”

      Felix’s smile didn’t waver. “Guess we’ll see.” He gestured to Mickey. “This, my friend, is Michelle McFinn.”

      Gregory’s eyes returned to Mickey and began to glow.

      The cloud of orange light above the ogre’s head blazed, briefly forming into something more solid, like a ring—if that ring were made of pure hellfire. It blazed, and though it generated no heat, Mickey could feel the malevolent energy directed toward her. It suddenly felt as if she were being examined under a microscope. Even with Felix’s warning, she had to fight the urge to fidget beneath the invasive intensity of his blazing orange gaze.

      “My, my, my, Felix,” he said at last, the halo dimming back to a faint, cloudlike glow as his eyes returned to their normal hue. “You certainly associate yourself with”—he raised a single pierced brow—“interesting people.”

      Mickey bowed her head a fraction and offered a polite smile. “You flatter me, Mr. Gregory. For someone at the pinnacle of their profession, as you can attest, it’s certainly better to be interesting than the alternative.”

      Gregory’s fearsome face broke into a wide grin. “Indeed,” he said.

      Mickey nodded. “Now, as honored as I am to visit such a storied establishment, we’re here for a specific reason: to speak with Kinichiro Mononobe. May we see him, please?”

      The ogre burst into a surprisingly rich, melodious laugh. “Oh,” he purred. “I think I like you.”

      Before she could respond, the orange light flashed again, and the air shifted.

      Her stomach dropped as the ground vanished beneath her feet, and she blinked.

      When she opened her eyes, the cold, fog-drenched alley was gone—replaced by the warm, opulent glow of the most lavish nightclub she’d ever seen.

      The place was, in a word, sublime.

      Chandeliers glittered like starlight, casting a flaxen sheen over plush seating. The air was thick with the mingled scents of leather, expensive perfume, and a trace of cigar smoke.

      Everything in the Afterlife—from the curated artwork to the polished marble floors and rich wood furnishings—was immaculate. Humans and mythics mingled easily, interspersed with what she assumed were employees: beautiful men and women who, despite their white, feathered wings and faintly glowing skin, laughed, touched, and swayed to a big band’s instrumental take on Doris Day’s “Bewitched, Bothered and Bewildered” in ways that were anything but angelic.

      Mickey shot a glance at Felix, then turned to Gregory, who was moving behind the bar with surprising grace for something so big.

      “I’ve never seen a place like this,” she said, letting a note of wonder slip into her voice. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Welcome to the Top Floor, Miss McFinn,” Gregory said, smiling as he reached for a shaker and revealed his own pair of angelic wings. “You strike me as a bourbon drinker. I make an excellent boulevardier.”

      Mickey watched as he poured the cocktail. The hellish ring above his head had reappeared, glowing like a fiery halo. “Thank you, Mr. Gregory, but we’re here for Mononobe.”

      Gregory set the drink on the bar with a pleasant smile, then shot Felix a quick glance. “And as I told Mr. Baptiste earlier today, I’m afraid that won’t be possible. Mr. Mononobe made it quite clear he was not to be disturbed.”

      He gestured to the glass. “However, perhaps you’d enjoy the ambience instead. This one’s on the house.”

      Mickey’s eyes dropped to the flawless crystal glass.

      She was, of course, a bourbon drinker, and the amber liquid—chilled over an exquisitely carved ice cube and garnished with an orange rind that looked peeled straight from heaven’s own grove—looked perfect.

      It reminded her, almost painfully, that it had been nearly a week since she’d had a proper drink.

      Swallowing, she peeled her eyes away and looked back up at the angelic ogre, offering a faint, measured smile. “So you won’t let us see him.”

      He returned her smile with one of apology. “I’m sorry, Miss McFinn. I’m bound by my client’s wishes. Mr. Mononobe has requested not to be disturbed during his recreation. I hope you’ll accept this—and however many more beverages you’d like for the remainder of the evening—as my apology.”

      Mickey studied his face.

      Felix had warned her about this, too.

      The regret looked genuine, but in the set of his massive shoulders, the message was clear. Gregory was a wall between her and Mononobe, and she definitely didn’t have the firepower to break through.

      So, with a polite nod, she placed a hand on the glass and slid it back across the bar. “No. Thank you.”

      Gregory’s smile thinned. “And I’m afraid I still can’t grant your request.”

      Mickey kept her tone even. “Sorry, Mr. Gregory, but that’s unacceptable. And by the covenants that bind you, I request—no. I demand that my boon be paid.”

      Gregory reacted as if struck. The flames above his head dipped briefly in shock before flaring and doubling in size. His orange eyes flashed, and his mouth twisted into a snarl as he turned on Felix.

      “When did you figure it out?” he asked.

      If the focused attention of the blazing-eyed ogre bothered him in the slightest, Felix didn’t show it. Instead, he smiled affably and shook his head. “I didn’t.” He raised his glass in a salute toward Mickey. “She did. The lady’s got a knack for spotting what others miss.”

      Gregory’s blazing gaze returned to Mickey. “I see.”

      The intensity of the ogre’s stare made Mickey’s pulse quicken, but she held his gaze a moment before deliberately flicking her eyes to his flaming halo.

      The ogre’s expression registered shock before slipping back into what Mickey suspected was meant to be a neutral mask, the effect dulled by his still-blazing orange eyes.

      She shrugged. “I’ve dealt with guardian spirits before. You all have your own rules to follow. In your case, you’re bound to offer a boon to anyone who enters your establishment and pays a genuine compliment. Most patrons are unaware of that—so when they accept the drink, the obligation’s fulfilled.”

      She gestured to the untouched glass. “But I’m declining the substitute.”

      Felix chuckled, leaning against the bar. “She’s good, yeah?”

      Gregory studied Mickey a few heartbeats longer. Then he snorted.

      His wings gave a brief flutter, and he deliberately blinked. When his eyes reopened, the glow in them had dimmed and his flaming halo shrunk back to its normal size.

      Then his face broke into a smile. “Exceptional,” he agreed. “Are you sure you don’t want the drink? I promise you won’t be disappointed.”

      Beside her, Felix took a sip of his own cocktail and let out a low groan of appreciation, but Mickey rolled her eyes. “I’m sure.”

      Again Gregory laughed, the rich, lovely sound tickling against Mickey’s ears. “In that case, Miss McFinn, I’d like to amend what I said earlier.” His smile widened. “I know I like you.”

      He straightened, wings shifting behind him, a ripple of light dancing along their edges. “Very well, my dear. You’ve earned your boon, and I am bound to honor it.” His tone softened, a weight settling into his words. “But take heed. Mr. Mononobe’s wishes were explicit. My compliance may not guarantee the outcome you’re hoping for. My partner does not share my amicable disposition.”

      Mickey inclined her head. “I understand, Mr. Gregory. Thank you for your help.”

      She hadn’t finished the “p” in help before the air shimmered and her stomach lurched as the floor disappeared beneath her.

      This time, when she blinked, the vibrant energy of the Top Floor gave way to dim, dust-laced stillness. The pungent scent of incense hung thick in the air. A single light glowed above an old wooden bar.

      Felix stepped up beside her, expression calm as his fingers traced the worn edge of the counter. “This is different.”

      Mickey’s grip tightened on her clutch. “Where are we, Mr. Gregory?”

      Gregory’s chuckle rolled through the silence, and his massive form appeared, coalescing from a cloud of orange sparkles.

      “The In-Between, Miss McFinn,” he said from behind the bar, leaning forward until his large head rested in his equally large hands. “Where my partner and I come to…hmm…palaver.”

      As he finished the word, a smooth, sultry voice curled from the shadows behind Mickey.

      “Gregory, darling, what have you dragged into my lair this time?”

      Gregory’s eyes glinted orange. “Your lair?” he asked. “My dear Gorax, this is neutral ground.”

      A faint shimmer stirred in the dark, brightening until a tiny figure floated into view. At first, Mickey thought it was a flickering flame, but as the glow sharpened, she realized it was a pixie.

      Barely the size of her hand, the creature had opalescent wings that shimmered like oil slicks. Bubblegum-pink hair cascaded in perfect waves, and her serene, flawless features contrasted with the tight leather bodysuit hugging her curvy frame.

      Like with Gregory, Mickey’s Sight activated as she looked at Gorax. To her, the pixie’s very skin appeared to glow, as if perpetually backlit by a spotlight of pure white light.

      Beside her, Felix inclined his head. “Nice to meet you at last, Gorax. Your reputation precedes you.”

      Gorax’s gaze snapped to him, and her supple lips curled into a smirk. “Mm-hmm. And so does yours, priest.” She tilted her head, revealing a neckline meant for admiring. “You’ve never found time to grace my domain before.” Her eyes narrowed. “So, why are you here now?”

      Felix started to answer, but Gorax’s pink eyes flicked to Mickey. “Ohhhh,” she purred, fluttering closer. “You’re new. What’s your name, cheesecake?”

      Mickey’s lips twitched as she crossed her arms. “Well,” she said dryly, “aren’t you cute.”

      Beside her, Felix stiffened and Gregory muttered, “Oh dear.”

      Gorax froze mid-hover. Her pink eyes narrowed, and the pure shimmer around her body brightened into a white so intense Mickey could practically feel every color of the spectrum.

      “Cute?” she hissed.

      The air pulsed, and glowing white chains snapped around Mickey’s wrists and ankles, suspending her in midair.

      “Did you just call me cute?”

      Still raw from everything at the factory, Mickey had to shove down the panic rising in her throat. She tugged against the bindings, forcing her voice to stay even. “Are these padded with pink fur? Adorable.”

      The chains snapped tighter.

      “Let’s see if you think I’m adorable now, little mortal,” the pixie whispered, the light emanating from her so intense it hurt even through Mickey’s closed eyes. She tried to turn her head, but it didn’t help. “Maybe I should keep you here. As a toy.”

      Behind the bar, Gregory’s voice sliced through the tension. “Gorax.”

      The pixie’s wings twitched, and the light dimmed to merely painful levels. Slowly, as if forced by an invisible hand, she turned to face him.

      “This is Miss McFinn,” Gregory said, tone mild but unyielding. “She’s under my protection.” His wings twitched. “I owe her a boon.”

      Gorax’s lips thinned, her own wings buzzing faster. “And how did you let that happen?” she snapped.

      Gregory studied his fingernails. “Well…”

      “It’s true what they say,” Mickey cut in, squinting at the pixie. “Flattery gets you everywhere.”

      Gorax dragged a flawless hand down her face. “You owe her a boon because she gave you a compliment?” she growled through clenched teeth.

      “Paid me a compliment,” Gregory corrected, glancing toward Felix. “And it was lovely, if you must know.”

      Gorax pinched the bridge of her nose. “I hate it when they know things.” She snapped her fingers, and the blinding light dropped back to its usual glow as the restraints vanished, dumping Mickey to the floor.

      “Okay,” Mickey grunted, blinking away spots. “Do that again and I’ll burn your stupid club to the ground.”

      Gorax’s eyes narrowed, then her lips spread into a perfect predatory grin. “Oh, this one likes it a little…rough.”

      Mickey rolled her eyes, feeling around the floor until she found her clutch. “Yeah, yeah,” she muttered. “You’re really keen on sex. We get it. I want to talk to Mononobe.”

      Gorax tilted her head. “And what makes you think I’d disturb my champion for you?”

      Mickey withdrew the small box from her clutch. Her vision had improved enough that she could see it shimmer with otherworldly energy. At the sight of it, Gregory hissed and turned away as if looking at it stung his eyes.

      Gorax had a very different reaction.

      The pixie’s aggressive posture vanished, her face shifting into an expression of awe. She floated closer, eyes locked on its gleaming surface.

      “Is that what I think it is?” she whispered.

      Mickey opened the box. Inside lay a simple leather bracelet holding a small charm shaped like a lowercase “t” crossed twice above a sideways figure eight.

      Gorax sucked in a breath, the awe replaced by something raw and hungry. “A brimstone charm. A genuine wanga. And enchanted, no less.” Her gaze never left the charm. “Where did you get this?”

      Mickey glanced at Felix. “I heard you’re a collector of particular jewelry. I happen to know a gal who makes some very interesting pieces.”

      After learning about the Afterlife’s second guardian, she’d decided a detour to Fleischburgs’ with Jasmine would be worth it.

      Gorax, now visibly drooling, hovered closer. “And you made this for me?”

      Mickey shrugged. “Consider it a gift.”

      The pixie gleamed with white light and dived for the box, but Mickey anticipated the move and pulled it away.

      “Ah,” Mickey said, snapping it shut, the sound making the pixie flinch as if slapped. “With one small condition. You let us speak to Mononobe. Alone.”

      Gorax’s wings beat harder, the glowing white light of her skin flashing erratically as her eyes narrowed. “You planned this.”

      Mickey grinned. “What gave you that idea?”

      Gregory chuckled, leaning on the bar and resting his chin on his hands. “Exceptional,” he murmured.

      Gorax tilted her head, wings slowing. She studied Mickey with a predator’s curiosity. “I need that charm,” she said at last.

      Mickey crossed her arms. “And you’ve been told its price.”

      Behind her, Gregory chuckled. “Looks like you’re in a bit of a pickle, little sister.”

      The pixie bristled and whirled on the ogre. “I’m older than you, you big oaf.”

      Gregory sniffed. “Three hundred years hardly counts.”

      Gorax huffed, and the glowing light dimmed again. She spun back to Mickey, her perfect features set in an almost comically petulant pout. “I really hate it when they know things,” she muttered. Then sighed. “Very well. You may speak to my champion. Just you.”

      Mickey blinked. “Me?”

      Felix started to speak, but Gorax silenced him with a raised finger. “Yes,” she said, her smile widening. “It’s your boon. It has to be you.”

      Felix looked to Mickey, concern flickering in his eyes. Gregory’s smirk stayed fixed, though the flames of his halo flared briefly with a flash of orange. Gorax hovered nearby, radiating pure light and confidence. Mickey’s pulse drummed, but she squared her shoulders and locked eyes with the pixie.

      “Fine,” she said.

      Gorax’s eyes sparkled as her razor-toothed grin stretched wider than it should have, and Mickey knew how a fly must feel staring down a spider.

      She sighed. “Damn it.”
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          MICKEY PICKS A FIGHT

        

      

    

    
      October 29, 1951

      The stench of sweat, blood, and alcohol filled the gnoll’s nostrils. The roar of the crowd rang in his ears, and the Thrill coursed through his veins. When he used it, it cleansed his mind of doubt and fear. He was twice as fast, three times as strong, empowered by the pure fury of his birthright.

      Today, the Champion would fall.

      The gnoll snarled as he twisted his hips, grinding his footpads into the cool sand of the Pit as he launched his attack. His massive fist cut through the air. The punch was simple, but experience had taught him that simple did not mean weak. With his strength and speed, he could fell trees with such a strike—one he’d drilled for hours upon hours.

      And this one was perfect.

      A grin spread across his lips as he watched the blow drive toward its target, straight for the Champion’s head.

      But then⁠—

      The Champion ducked.

      And his perfect strike sailed wide.

      The gnoll felt his hunting partner lunge, coordinating its own attack with his. They’d worked together since they were pups and could fight in pitch darkness with nothing but feel and scent if they had to.

      There was no way they’d lose.

      Today was the day. The Champion would fall.

      But the Champion struck like a snake—spinning aside and driving a brutal kick into his knee. The impact could have felled a young tree. White-hot pain tore through the gnoll’s leg.

      He howled as he crumpled, but he was a Pit veteran, a seasoned fighter who’d learned to think through pain. He rolled, clearing a clean shot for his partner.

      The second gnoll surged forward and slammed a meaty fist into the Champion’s jaw. The sound cracked across the Pit, even over the roar of the crowd. It was a punch the first had seen dent steel girders.

      Fall!

      But the Champion barely flinched.

      The first gnoll stared in disbelief as the Champion caught his partner’s follow-up midair—fingers clamping down on the massive fist like a vise.

      The trapped gnoll bared its fangs, hyena-like face twitching with fury as acid-green eyes locked with the Champion’s slitted violet gaze.

      And saw nothing but calm, unyielding contempt.

      The pair hesitated. Together, they’d faced dozens of powerful opponents—many with strength far beyond natural limits. Blood. Sand. Monsters. That was life in the Pit. It was what they lived for.

      But the Champion was something else entirely.

      The second gnoll hammered blow after blow into the Champion’s body with his free hand, but the Champion took them like a mountain facing a breeze.

      Then, like the onset of a sudden storm, the icy mask of dispassion cracked—splintering into twisted euphoria honed by rage. Though blood streaked his face and arms, his wounds closed, knitting themselves back together as if mocking the very concept of injury.

      No. Today⁠—

      The Champion’s grip tightened.

      A deep, unnatural creak followed as the bones in the gnoll’s hand splintered like dry wood. It shrieked, muscles giving out as it dropped to its knees, helpless in the Champion’s unrelenting grasp.

      The first gnoll tried to flee, dragging itself backward, its ruined leg trailing behind as it clawed at the sand, desperate to get away.

      It was far too slow.

      With a roar, the Champion heaved and spun the second gnoll as if its four hundred pounds weighed nothing, wielding him as a living club.

      The first gnoll could only scream before its partner’s body slammed into it with a wet, bone-snapping thud.

      When the dust settled, all that remained was a tangled heap of broken flesh.

      And at the center of the Pit, the Champion raised his arms.

      Beyond the razor-wire dome, the crowd screamed their approval.
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      Mickey and Felix watched the medics rush in, casting healing spells over what would have been fatal injuries before loading the stabilized fighters onto carts.

      The big Cajun stood at relative ease, taking in the proceedings through the glass of what turned out to be the owner’s box. But as with most things, his eyes gave him away. His body might have been relaxed, but his gaze darted to and fro, tracking the madness unfolding below.

      The Pit, it turned out, was a sand-filled hole about the size of half a basketball court, ringed by a concrete wall and capped with a dome of razor wire.

      Now whether the barrier was meant to keep fighters in or spectators out, she couldn’t say.

      The surrounding bleachers overflowed with bodies. The crowd was whipped into such a frenzy that even the word “frenzy” seemed inadequate.

      A live band blared a chaotic rendition of Roy James Brown’s “Butcher Pete,” further fueling the madness. Screams of pain and pleasure rose to meet the music in a howling, feral symphony as mythics and humans alike fought, danced, and fornicated with wild abandon.

      And at the center of it all…

      Was Mononobe.

      Bare chested, his once-expensive pants torn and splattered with gods-knew-what, he lounged in a wooden chair like a man basking in the perfect summer breeze.

      Two wealthy-looking women, faces glazed with lust so intense it bordered on madness, sponged him down with rags stained with blood.

      To the crowd, he looked serene. At peace.

      But thanks to her True Sight, Mickey saw what was really happening.

      Shadowy tendrils, the same inky darkness she’d seen leaking from him during the fight with Butcher, now coiled around Mononobe like living things.

      They slithered across the sand, spreading like oil from a ruptured tanker. Curling around the women. Caressing their bodies. Sending visible shudders of pleasure through them even as the tendrils latched onto their auras.

      One woman stiffened.

      Her rag slipped from her hand, and with a snarl, she shoved the other woman aside. Oblivious to the filthy water soaking her ruined designer dress, or the hundreds of eyes watching, she climbed into Mononobe’s lap, kissed him hungrily, and began grinding against him with reckless abandon.

      Her nails raked his chest, digging deep—breaking skin that healed instantly. Her mouth hung open, but the roar of the crowd drowned out her screams of pleasure.

      She arched her back and cried out, one final scream of delight as the shadows converged over her, engulfing her until she looked, from Mickey’s perspective, as if she’d been dipped in tar.

      Then her movements slowed. She faltered, wilting with each desperate roll of her hips, every intimate caress from the darkness, until finally she slumped forward and collapsed onto the sand—sprawled on her back, limbs splayed, eyes blank as she stared into the lights above.

      The attendants with the cart, who hadn’t yet exited, pivoted without missing a beat, hoisted her semiconscious form atop the two beaten gnolls, and wheeled them all away.

      As they disappeared, a different door opened. Another woman entered, grabbed a sponge, and joined the remaining attendant.

      The crowd went wild.

      Beside her, Felix let out a slow breath.

      As the cheering swelled, a shimmer of bubblegum-pink sparkles flickered on Mickey’s shoulder.

      “Magnificent, isn’t he?” Gorax purred.

      Mickey tore her eyes from the Pit, forcing herself to focus on the pixie.

      Gorax hovered, wrapped in tight leather, pure light strobing restlessly about her skin as she watched the scene with a disturbing blend of motherly pride and raw, carnal hunger painted across her beautiful features.

      “Nothing about this is magnificent,” Mickey muttered, drawing a steady breath.

      Gorax chuckled, smile sharpening. “Yes, well. He’s never cut loose quite like this before.” She sighed, almost wistful. “Though I suppose it’s to be expected. He was starving when he arrived, the poor dear.”

      Mickey shook her head and turned to Felix, whose face had gone grave.

      “I have no idea what to do here,” she muttered. “Even if the pixie let you talk to him⁠—”

      “Which I won’t,” Gorax cut in sweetly.

      Mickey frowned but didn’t take the bait.

      “Look,” she said, glancing at the deranged sprite before focusing back on Felix. “I get what you’re saying. I do. But I don’t see how we pull him out of this.” She indicated the Pit. “You can’t see what I see, but you sense it, right? By the Nine’s crusty old libidos, I feel like a teenager on a hormone binge. That feeling is coming from him.”

      Felix turned to her, eyes calm but resolute. “Hope ain’t dead yet,” he said. “Look closer.”

      The last thing Mickey wanted to do was look closer. But she did.

      Her eyes found a middle-aged man clawing at the chain-link fence that separated the crowd from the Pit. His expensive shirt hung open, hairy chest slick with sweat. Under the harsh lights, his bald head gleamed. His face was twisted into a manic, blissful grin as he scrambled up the fence.

      Burly bouncers rushed in to drag him down, but he fought—biting and spitting like a wild animal.

      The scene was off-putting enough, but Mickey noticed something else.

      His shadow was wrong.

      Focusing her Sight, she realized the other shadows stretched away from the lights. His, however, twisted toward the Pit.

      In fact, now that she knew what to look for, she saw it all around the arena. The shadows belonging to the crowd members did the same thing. Each one—frayed at the edges like threadbare blankets—stretched beyond what should have been possible, grasping toward the center of the Pit.

      Toward Mononobe.

      The crowd wasn’t just watching. They were connected to him.

      Mickey opened her mouth to tell Felix, but froze as Mononobe’s shadow opened its eyes, blinked once, then shut them again.

      “What in all the hells…?”

      “What do you see?” Felix asked, though his tone said he already knew.

      Mickey frowned, but there was no trace it had ever happened.

      Had she imagined it?

      No. It’d happened fast—so fast she’d almost missed it—but she was sure.

      Those were eyes. Violet eyes. They had opened in the heart of the shadowy mass right where its head should’ve been, quickly scanned the crowd, then vanished.

      Her thoughts jumped back to the first time she’d Seen him. His shadow had opened its eyes then, too.

      “It was fast, but I thought I saw something blink. Something that wasn’t Mononobe.”

      Felix stroked his beard. “I knew it,” he muttered, eyes gleaming with quiet triumph.

      Mickey gave him half a beat before rolling her eyes. “All right, enough with the voodoo mystic routine. Knew what? What are you talking about?”

      “Jazz and I have a theory.” He tapped his temple with a thick finger. “We don’t think Kin’s alone up there.”

      “He’s possessed?”

      He shook his head. “Not fully. We think whatever-it-is is ridin’ shotgun. Up till now, I’d have said Kin was still the one doin’ the driving.”

      Mickey glanced toward Mononobe again, and her mind jumped back to that moment in the park—the way his shadow had moved. Just slightly out of sync with his own motions, before turning away on its own. Completely independent. Aware. Almost alive.

      Fighting down her revulsion, she tried to recall everything she knew about Oni. They were Japanese demons that fed on anima—growing stronger in battle by tapping into raw emotion. Because of that, they were nightmares on the battlefield, where emotions ran as freely as blood.

      The worse the fight, the more powerful they became. The only reason the world wasn’t Japanese right now was because Oni were unstable. Their hunger for power made them reckless—prone to irrational choices. They’d extend fights just to gorge on more anima, and that made them predictable. It gave the Allies a tactical edge.

      She watched the inky tendrils draining from his back and chest, slithering through the crowd, stirring emotion, fanning desire as he fed. Hungrily. Greedily.

      Never, not in any record, had she heard of Oni with shadows that had eyes.

      Then she blinked as a suspicion formed. She looked harder at Mononobe—really looked—and saw the strain. A tension she recognized from her conversation with Greta, the halfling Bliss addict, when she talked about her drug of choice. Oni were addicted to the very power they fed on. Mononobe wasn’t a monster reveling in a feeding frenzy. He was an addict lost in a binge.

      She thought about the eyes she’d seen in his shadow. The way they looked about—blissful, almost dreamy.

      And realized.

      This wasn’t a one-way street. Whatever was in there with Mononobe was going through the same thing.

      “Hmm…all right,” she muttered. “So they’ve switched seats. How does that help? He’s still bigger, stronger, and more dangerous than me. Plus he’s being controlled by whatever-the-hells. What’s the play here?”

      Felix tugged at his beard. “We need to talk to him. Remind him who he is. Help him take back control. Retake the reins.”

      Before Mickey could respond, Gorax cut in. “Ah, ah, ah,” she said, twirling a perfect curl of bubblegum-pink hair. “Let’s not forget. My champion made it quite clear that he was not to be interrupted.”

      She gave Mickey a teasing pout. “So, to honor the spirit of that request, you’ll have to follow the rules. One rule, actually.”

      Mickey raised an eyebrow. “And what rule is that?”

      Gorax gave another much-too-large, much-too-sharp grin.

      “Fight.”

      Mickey rolled her eyes. “And if I don’t? If I talk to him instead?”

      The pixie’s glow stabilized as she floated closer, her voice a low purr. “Then our agreement is forfeit, and I put you back in my chains. So by all means.” Her grin stretched even farther. “Please do.”

      Mickey scowled. “If this is how you treat the people you want to help, I’d hate to see what you do to your enemies.”

      Gorax tilted her head, playful. “When did I ever give you the impression that I didn’t want to hurt you?”

      Felix rolled his eyes and grabbed Mickey’s hand. She glanced down, curious, as he slipped a black bracelet onto her wrist.

      “What’s this?”

      “The man just dismantled eight hundred pounds of gnoll,” he said. “This ain’t much. But it might keep you alive long enough to reach him.”

      She let out a slow exhale and nodded. She removed Jasmine’s emerald earrings and handed them to Felix.

      “All right. I’m going to need a change of clothes,” she added, gesturing to the form-fitting cocktail dress.

      The pixie rolled her eyes. “Don’t be such a prude.” Then she flicked her wrist toward an imaginary watch. “Oh, would you look at that? Time for the next match.”

      And snapped her fingers.

      Before Mickey could respond, the floor lurched beneath her feet, and everything disappeared.
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          WHISKEY FEELS BETTER

        

      

    

    
      October 29, 1951

      The soft swish of his hakama and the quiet patter of bare feet were the only sounds as Whiskey moved through the familiar halls of his shiro. Power thrummed through his veins like a steady current.

      He drew a deep breath, savoring the blend of polished wood, worn leather, and incense, and a genuine smile touched his lips.

      He could breathe. Really breathe.

      It felt good.

      No—

      Better than good.

      It felt right.

      He let his fingers brush along the wall, admiring the whitewashed stone, the flawless wooden beams. They were solid. Unyielding. This was his bastion. His unconquerable⁠—

      Huh. What’s that?

      He crouched low, shifting into an easy deep squat, placing his hand over the base of the wall as gingerly as he would a skittish horse.

      A crack.

      It was faint, nearly invisible, but once seen, it was impossible to unsee.

      He traced his fingers over the imperfection, realizing it wasn’t one crack, but several. Dozens of them, creating a spiderweb of fractures that ran through the stone like veins of rot.

      A chill breeze blew from somewhere deep inside his shiro, threading through the warm halls, penetrating the thick hemp of his kimono. A whisper of unease brushed his thoughts. He stood, forcing the feeling aside—an act that would normally not be so easy, but for the fact that he felt so good.

      And moved deeper into the corridor.

      Doors lined either side. Some were open, some shut. All undisturbed. And at the end, as always, waited two doors.

      The one on the left was dark and scarred, dulled to a lifeless gray. Deep gouges marred its faded carvings.

      He didn’t look at the door on the left. He never looked at the door on the left.

      Instead, he turned to the right. It was radiant, so clean it appeared untouched, its polished surface covered with ornate, intricate carvings that shimmered with gold, silver, and platinum as they twisted across it like living rivers, catching the light and throwing it in waves.

      Beyond the door came the unmistakable sound of a cheering crowd.

      Whiskey pushed it open and stepped outside, or something like outside, to emerge into an open-air courtyard during twilight. A final band of burnt orange clung to the horizon as the sun dipped out of sight. Overhead, the sky darkened—tenebrous and infinite—as scattered stars bloomed.

      After descending the broad stone steps, he crossed the courtyard in silence. Oil lamps cast golden light over smooth pavers arranged with geometric precision, broken only by the occasional sakura or maple, each tree perfectly placed.

      His steps carried him toward the center. Toward the well.

      Instead of the usual black and gold, swirling veins of vibrant violet glowed across its marbled surface, mirroring the power it held within. The glow of its amethyst light bathed the black pergola above in a steady, radiant halo—swelling and fading in metronomic rhythm.

      And beside the well stood Passenger.

      As always, its features were hidden beneath a dark hood. Twin pinpricks of violet flame flickered beneath the cowl, its cloak flowing like living shadow as it studied him.

      Unlike before, it now loomed over Whiskey, easily two feet taller. There might have been a time when that bothered him. But not now.

      He stepped beside it, letting his gaze fall into the glowing depths, and exhaled—rolling his shoulders as if shedding a great weight.

      “You’ve grown,” he said quietly.

      Passenger chuckled, lifting a hand the color of old whitewash to scratch its shadowy cheek.

      “I could say the same about you.”

      Whiskey snorted, leaning forward to peer into the swirling light. Indistinct, ever-shifting shapes twisted below, and the muffled cheers echoing through the courtyard rose and fell in perfect rhythm with the well’s pulse.

      With his pulse.

      “You feel good,” Passenger said.

      Whiskey took a deep breath. “I do.”

      Passenger studied him a moment longer, then leaned in. “Then why are you holding back?”

      Whiskey’s eyes drifted to the well. He regarded the crowd. His beaten, broken opponents. The woman he’d fed on. All drained, but alive.

      They’d recover. It wasn’t ideal, but it was close.

      Close enough.

      The Seijō-no-Michi wasn’t⁠—

      The thought fractured as the well flashed, its light intensifying. The swirling energy tightened, patterns sharpening as a shape formed beneath the surface.

      Into a face.

      Whiskey frowned.

      He knew that face.
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      Heart pounding, Mickey landed in the center of the Pit, knees bent to absorb the impact as her bare feet sank into the gritty sand.

      Harsh lights blazed overhead. Concrete walls topped with razor wire loomed around her. The roar of hundreds of voices, raised in crazed unison, slammed into her like a physical blow as chants and howls erupted in a cacophony of heat and chaos.

      Pretending none of it mattered, she exhaled, straightened her cocktail dress—which clung in all the wrong places—and looked at Mononobe.

      Tendrils of darkness leaked from his skin like blood from a hundred tiny cuts, coating his face in a cowl of shadow and pooling beneath him like ink.

      From that darkness, above where his real eyes should have been, twin orbs of violet flame blinked open. At first, they appeared as Mononobe’s—dazed and unfocused—before narrowing and snapping to lock on her with cold, calculating awareness.

      She stiffened. Whatever this thing was, it was studying her.

      How in all the hells do I get him away from the problem, when the problem’s literally riding around inside his head?

      Her gaze flicked toward the suite window. Felix had said to talk to him, but she’d have to make it look like a fight.

      She shook the gris-gris at her wrist, brushing her senses against the protective wards and the well of voodoo power stored within. If she focused, she could strengthen it. It wasn’t much—like bringing a buckler shield to fight a tank—but she supposed it was better than nothing.

      The thought brought a smile to her lips.

      At least I won’t have to hold back.

      Somewhere outside the Pit, a bell rang.

      Mickey was already moving before the second chime ended, feet digging into the sand as she sprinted forward, pumping her arms to build momentum.

      Mononobe’s head snapped toward her, violet slitted pupils locking on as he rose, but his movement was awkward, the woman in his lap tumbling free just as Mickey had hoped.

      She leaped, driving her knee straight into his solar plexus.

      It was like hitting a brick wall. Pain exploded through her leg, but the impact knocked Mononobe and the two women aside like bowling pins.

      She hit the sand hard but bounced up in time to see him roll with the impact and spring upright with ease.

      “Hey there, big guy,” she grunted, shaking off the sting as she settled into a loose stance. “Looks like you’ve had a little too much for one day. Time I took you home.”

      Mononobe’s—and the shadow’s—eyes flickered in unison. Recognition. Then irritation.

      “McFinn. What do you want?”

      Mickey whistled. “Wow. Dropping the polite prefix. You really are far gone.” She winked. “Don’t worry, darling. Mama’s here to save you from the mean ol’ shadow.”

      Mononobe’s gaze stayed blank, but the shadow’s eyes narrowed.

      “Gorax!”

      His voice cut through the noise, and the demonic pixie appeared above the Pit in a flash of bright white light.

      “Yes, darling?” she purred, grinning as she eyed the dazed but unharmed women scrambling to the edge.

      “What is she doing here?” Mononobe snapped, batting away a kick from Mickey and dodging her follow-up strike.

      Gorax tilted her head, glancing at Mickey, who, catching her breath, flipped her the bird.

      “Well,” Gorax said, “she isn’t here to fuck, if that’s what you’re asking. Though…” Her gaze raked Mickey with a hungry grin. “Come to think of it…”

      “Gorax!” Mononobe snapped. “I said I⁠—”

      “Didn’t want to be interrupted,” she cut in smoothly. “Yes, love, you did. And I’ve honored that wish. She’s your next match.”

      His gaze snapped back to Mickey, jaw clenched. Up close, she could see that his eyes—normally razor-sharp—looked clouded. Distant. Off-balance.

      She shrugged. “Figured you were tired of fighting chumps. Time to step up to the big leagues.”

      His dull eyes narrowed, and the air thickened as the tendrils threading through the crowd rippled, stirred by a fresh surge of power. Mononobe’s muscles swelled, his posture sharpening as he stepped forward.

      “So. You’ve finally come to collect, eh, bounty hunter?” he growled.

      Mickey’s smirk faltered. “What? No, I⁠—”

      Mononobe’s shadow narrowed its eyes. Then he attacked.

      He was fast. Faster than thought. Way too fast to follow.

      But Mickey was ready.

      The instant his body twitched, she flung the handful of sand she’d palmed and ducked. His strike sliced clean overhead while the grit hit him square in the eyes.

      He recoiled, hands lifting—giving her the opening she needed.

      She stepped in and drove a perfect kick between his legs. Air whooshed out of him as he doubled over.

      Mickey pounced. Leaping onto his back, she locked her legs around his waist and her arm around his throat in a tight rear-naked choke.

      “Now that we’re alone,” she breathed, voice low and tight as she wrenched the hold tighter, “we really should talk.”
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          WHISKEY ISN’T WELL

        

      

    

    
      October 29, 1951

      Whiskey closed his eyes and took a deep breath, savoring the calm quiet of the courtyard, the gentle breeze.

      Through the well, he felt McFinn’s strain as she tightened her hold on his throat, but like the other annoyances of the Pit—the crowd’s screams, the sand in his eyes, even the ache between his legs—it was trivial here in the shiro.

      Here, in his shiro, the well provided a buffer. Protected him from such things. With so much power surging through him, even as he felt the blood being cut off by her hold, he knew it was nothing.

      Seeing her in the Pit had made him feel…

      He wasn’t sure.

      But then it didn’t really matter.

      He looked away from McFinn and the swirling violet energy of the well.

      Yet something about her being there, choosing to fight him here, now, was…wrong. He wasn’t sure he’d go that far, but it was definitely odd. It made him wonder.

      “Why is she here?” he muttered.

      “You heard Gorax, Kinichiro. She’s here to fight. To do what she’s wanted to do from the beginning,” said Passenger. “Collect the bounty of a high-class monster.”

      Whiskey nodded. It made sense, but…

      “It’s…” He frowned. “She said I’ve been facing chumps?”

      He shook his head, unable to find the words.

      “She’s insane,” Passenger said. “It’s the only explanation.”

      Whiskey turned back to the well. Watching her through the pulsing current, her face locked in a rictus smile as she tried to choke him, he was inclined to agree.

      But still…to come here and pick a fight with him was, by definition, insanity. She had to know she couldn’t win.

      Yet in typical grandstanding fashion, she’d muttered something ridiculous, then attacked. He shook his head.

      Surrounded by so much anima, it was hard to focus. To care.

      Focusing—caring—hurt. And he was tired of hurting.

      But a part of him just couldn’t let it go.

      “No,” he said. “She’s brash. Reckless. But insane? There’s got to be another reason.”

      Passenger snorted. “The woman is a walking disaster, Kinichiro. She doesn’t think. She doesn’t worry. All she does is act and take.” It tilted its head. “And why she’s here doesn’t matter.”

      And with that, Passenger triggered Ambition. Violet light flared from the well, flooding the courtyard, and Whiskey’s gaze dropped to the surface.

      He watched McFinn’s expression shift to surprise as the outside version of him rose, lifting her as if she weighed nothing.

      “Hey!” she gasped. “Take…will you? I…here to…don’t…fight!”

      Whiskey frowned. Why was her speech so disjointed? It was like the well was swallowing pieces of it—not just buffering pain, but…more.

      He raised a hand.

      “Wait. Did you…?”

      He wasn’t able to finish the thought as Passenger growled—a low, guttural rumble that shook the stones beneath them—and focused Passion.

      And for the first time, he felt McFinn’s emotions.

      Everything else faded away.

      “I…” he started.

      Outside the well, he vaguely heard, muffled through the current, a scream. “Listen, damn it!” as McFinn slammed her knee into his kidney.

      “I.” Thud. “Need.” Thud. Thud. Thud.

      The blows—her words—barely registered.

      Whiskey looked toward Passenger.

      “You’ve wasted enough time trying to understand her, work with her, save her.”

      Whiskey became aware of his hands moving to grab her wrists, peeling them away like wet paper.

      “Do not forget why you are here, Kinichiro,” it said. “You’ve been abandoned. Discarded. To survive alone you must be strong.” Its eyes burned with hunger. A hunger he also felt. “It doesn’t matter why she’s here or what she wants. What matters is that she’s here now. And you must feed.”

      He looked back at the woman struggling in his grasp, then back to Passenger.

      It remained perfectly still, but its cloak quivered with what could only be eagerness, like a hound waiting to be unleashed.

      Whiskey had been using Passion to feed off the women, the crowd, and his earlier opponents, but their emotions were dulled echoes compared to McFinn’s.

      Hers were raw. Fresh. Alive.

      Next to him, violet eyes blazed, and Whiskey heard himself say, “Take her.”

      Passenger’s teeth flashed as it gripped the side of the well.

      “Excellent,” it purred.

      And Whiskey unleashed his will.

      It surged outward, striking like a kraken enveloping a sinking ship—crushing as it probed, searching for a place to break through.

      All he needed was a thread to pull. A crack to exploit.

      Greed. Lust. Fear. Rage.

      All he needed was a taste.

      And they’d be his.

      But as his will closed around her aura, it found…nothing.

      What?

      He could sense her emotions. They pulsed around her like thunder, but something blocked him, halting his will as it reached for her aura.

      Then his will was shoved back, repelled by the shielding.

      Whiskey blinked, stunned. This kind of resistance was…unthinkable.

      What kind of will could keep him out now? When he was already so filled with power? When the well was so full?

      Then a voice rang out—sharp and clear—piercing the buffer of the well and making him wince.

      “Those are mine!” McFinn snarled, and with a scream of defiance, a jolt of electricity tore through Whiskey’s body. Golden light erupted through the well, bolts of energy bursting outward to engulf everything they touched.

      The courtyard rang with sound and pain as even the shadows screamed. Their motion halted mid-gyration, quivering like blades caught on edge as the light seared everything, including Whiskey.

      He gasped and recoiled, pain lancing through him as he gripped the edge of the well. Lightning raced through his body and into the well itself. The entire thing flickered, and Whiskey found himself staring into the hunter’s golden, glowing eyes.

      And for a single breathless instant⁠—

      Looking through the well⁠—

      He was in the Pit, surrounded by the berserker crown, the sand at his feet, Mickey in his grip. Their eyes met, and for an instant, he saw her. Really saw her.

      Her golden eyes burned with fierce determination—but also something else. Something quiet. Genuine.

      “Mickey?” he asked, voice strained.

      Her expression flickered. Her eyes widened.

      And he felt…

      He wasn’t sure.

      But he realized something.

      She didn’t want to fight him. And he…he didn’t⁠—

      Then Passenger shrieked, and Whiskey watched himself twist and hurl McFinn through the air. She skipped across the sand like a stone before slamming into the Pit wall with a bone-jarring thud.

      Whiskey’s focus snapped to Passenger, who—still twitching as sparks flickered across its form—steadied itself against the well’s edge.

      “She’s well protected,” it grunted. “But you don’t need her.”

      Passion surged again, but this time it didn’t target McFinn. It targeted the crowd.

      Whiskey closed his eyes.

      The crowd—the storm he’d already stoked—their emotions, their anima cascaded into him in waves. The flood poured through him, saturating his limbs, his core. The well pulsed brighter, its rhythm locking with the crowd’s howls.

      It was richer than wine. Sweeter than honey. More satisfying than sex.

      It washed away every hesitation, every shred of doubt.

      “This is all we need,” Passenger whispered, its voice curling around him like smoke.

      Whiskey nodded, lost in the rapture.

      “We have everything under control.”

      Passenger chuckled.

      “Yes. This is ri⁠—”

      Its voice cut off as the crowd’s roar shifted. Whiskey’s eyes snapped open. He looked into the well and saw McFinn.

      She was getting back up.
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      Mickey grunted, forcing herself upright on unsteady legs.

      “Damn stupid dress,” she muttered, wincing as she brushed coarse sand from the raw patches the skimpy fabric had left exposed.

      The only reason she wasn’t a bloody skid mark was the overheating gris-gris bracelet Felix had given her.

      “I’m going to kill that pixie.”

      Muscles trembling with whiplash, she shook her head, blinked sweat from her eyes, and refocused on Mononobe.

      She grimaced.

      The son of a bitch had tried to eat her.

      He stalked forward. Slow. Deliberate. A predator savoring the moment before the kill.

      She focused her Sight. Physically, he looked exactly as he had before—without her bear amulet or any of her other enhancement foci, she might as well start fanning him with a towel for all the damage she could do.

      She could see the violet glow of his shadow’s eyes hovering above his own blank, slitted stare. The surrounding darkness thickened as tendrils bled deeper into the crowd, growing heavier. More oppressive.

      She studied them. Thanks to her Sight, she’d seen them coming. They struck like the sticky tongues of demonic toads, and she felt her emotions—trained to stay compartmentalized in a fight—surge forth like lava. Hot. Primal. Ready to consume.

      Felix’s gris-gris had given her the time she needed to block it. Apparently the voodoo protection extended to Mononobe’s attacks on her aura. She shook her head. She really owed the guy a beer after this.

      She’d taken advantage of Mononobe’s shock with her Storm.

      A small smile tugged at her lips.

      It had worked. For a moment, the shadow had slipped—and Kinichiro had looked back at her. He’d even said her name.

      Her gaze flicked to the observation window where Felix stood, arms crossed, face etched with concern.

      He may be lost, but he hasn’t lost.

      Felix was right. She’d seen him. The real him. The one he insisted was still in there.

      Sure, without a focus, the lightning strike had drained nearly all her anima in one hit.

      But it had worked.

      He’d said her name.

      Mickey wiped blood from her lip. A plan was starting to form—something that could backfire spectacularly, and even if it worked, would definitely hurt.

      A small grin curled at the edge of her mouth.

      What good things happen without a little sacrifice, eh Mick?

      She lifted her head, forcing herself to stand straighter, and called, “Finally showing your true colors, huh? I swear, I hate always being right about people.”

      Mononobe froze mid-step.

      “Oh, did that get your attention?” she sneered. “Good. Maybe now you’ll listen, you damned idiot. I’m not here for any bounty. I’m here because I need your help.”

      The glowing eyes of his shadow narrowed, and a knowing grin spread across Mononobe’s lips. “You’d say anything to save your hide, hunter,” he snarled.

      Mickey rolled her eyes. “LME’s going to sacrifice those women to trigger a curse. On Halloween. And in case you’ve lost track of time in your little pleasure pit, in two days.”

      The shadow’s eyes narrowed further, but Mononobe’s expression didn’t change. Mickey raised an eyebrow.

      “Nothing? I tell you that your friend’s grand-niece is going to die, and all I get is a shit-eating grin?” She scoffed. “Funny. I knew Oni were stupid. Didn’t know they were cowards.”

      That got a reaction. His shadow’s eyes gleamed. The darkness thickened.

      “What did you call me?”

      She grinned. “Hmm. Deaf too? Shame. What’s next?” She tilted her head. “If I had to guess, I’d say impotent, but hey, I’m not the one who⁠—”

      The shadows spasmed, and Mononobe struck.

      His blows sliced the air like blades.

      “You dare judge me?!” he roared, fists flashing. “You?”

      Mickey’s muscles screamed, but she kept moving, ducking and weaving for her life. He was superhumanly fast, but Mickey hadn’t been running her mouth—for once—for no reason. She wanted him angry. His anger made him sloppy.

      And when he lost control, the shadow slipped.

      She spotted an opening, pivoted, and with a cry recalled her Storm.

      Golden sparks burst from her knuckles as her punch connected with his jaw.

      It was like punching granite. Pain lanced up her arm, but the shadows recoiled—spasming, retreating—and for another breathless second, she saw him.

      Not the monster.

      The person.

      And she grinned.
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          WHISKEY GETS HELP

        

      

    

    
      October 29, 1951

      For a moment, all Whiskey knew was pain as lightning exploded from the well again, flooding the courtyard in golden light. Next to him, Passenger shrieked, its shadowy tendrils writhing as the electricity crawled across them before grounding into the shiro.

      When the light and sound faded, Whiskey found himself back in the Pit, staring into McFinn’s eyes.

      She looked terrible. What had once been a rather nice cocktail dress was torn and shredded. Raw patches of skin showed where the fabric had scraped her, and blood ran from several wounds on her head and arms. She stood clearly exhausted, swaying from the whiplash.

      But she stood.

      And when he met her eyes, she grinned.

      “There you are,” she said. “Welcome back.”

      His mind was foggy from pain, and being pulled from the well—somehow dragged out of his shiro—left him dizzy.

      Whiskey’s head throbbed. That shouldn’t be possible.

      He stared at her with wide eyes.

      But she pushed on anyway.

      “Wh—what?” he started.

      She shook her head, cutting him off. “No time. Listen. LME’s planning to sacrifice the abducted women. Tomorrow. I need your help. You have to⁠—”

      Whiskey’s vision rippled as if reality itself were warping like heat off asphalt—then he was yanked back. He grunted and staggered, reaching out for balance. His hand closed on the edge of the well.

      He was back in his shiro. In the courtyard. But this time it wasn’t quiet. A wind had risen, storm clouds filling the sky as thunder rumbled overhead.

      He turned to see Passenger staring at him. Its face was, as always, obscured, but something in its stance felt…off.

      He didn’t have time to dwell on it. McFinn’s voice echoed up from the well.

      He looked down. She still stood before him, tense—but the urgency in her expression had faded, replaced by her usual arrogant sneer.

      Her mouth moved. The words came through garbled. Integrity was already at work, healing his injuries, but his ears still rang. It was hard to make out what she said.

      It didn’t matter. Her actions spoke clearly enough.

      Her eyes flared gold. Electricity crackled around her fist.

      Beside him, Passenger’s head snapped toward the well. It stepped forward and, with a snarl, triggered Ambition again.

      Whiskey felt his body duck McFinn’s punch, then lash out with a kick that could have pulverized stone.

      McFinn barely leaped clear, and he surged forward, pressing the attack.

      “W-wait!” he gasped. Everything was moving too fast. He needed time. “What are you doing?”

      Passenger’s shoulders were tense as it gripped the edge of the well.

      “I’m ending this farce,” it growled.

      Whiskey struggled to focus. He stared at Passenger, now standing over the well directly across from him. Its cloak still flickered with residual sparks, and something in its stance—in the wild blaze of its eyes—seemed desperate. Unsteady.

      “Why?” he managed. “She said…”

      “You don’t believe her, do you?” it hissed, whirling on him.

      “She said LME’s launching a curse. If⁠—”

      “If what, Kinichiro?” Passenger snarled. “Even if—by some miracle—she’s telling the truth, what does it matter? You’re not part of the case anymore. You’re a fugitive. A monster with a death sentence. All thanks to that bounty hunter!”

      Outside the well, his body launched into another brutal combination. McFinn dodged most of it, but one kick landed. A shield of golden sparks caught the worst of the impact, but she still cried out and staggered sideways.

      Whiskey winced, watching her tumble through the sand.

      Then she rose again. And smiled.

      “That all you got?” she spat. “Fucking monster?”

      She kept talking—ranting—but as before, the words came through garbled. Whiskey ignored them, squinting as he studied her face. There was something there. In her eyes. In the set of her jaw.

      Something brittle.

      False.

      It hurt to concentrate—like clawing free of the best dream he’d ever had—but he had to know. He forced himself to listen. To understand.

      Instead of pushing his will outward with Passion, he pulled it back. Turned it inward.

      The moment he focused, the image in the well changed. It was like replacing a dirty, opaque pane of glass with a perfectly clear one.

      McFinn’s earlier arrogance vanished—replaced by genuine urgency. Her voice, threaded with pain and a touch of pleading, broke through the haze.

      “…giving me way too much credit there, Whisk,” she snapped. “I just want your help.” She pointed past him. “And if you don’t believe me, what about him?”

      The image in the well shifted. His gaze followed hers toward the VIP suites—where, behind the glass, stood a familiar silhouette. A familiar face twisted with worry.

      “Felix?” Whiskey heard himself ask.

      “How the hells do you think I found you? Or that Gorax and Gregory let me in?” McFinn’s exasperated voice rang through the shiro. “He won’t shut up about how you’ll snap out of it. That you’ll see reason. That you’ll do your thing.”

      The words struck Whiskey like arrows to the heart.

      Felix had said that? Even after everything he’d done? Everything he’d said?

      Whiskey flinched and turned to Passenger, who had frozen, staring into the well.

      “I…I don’t know,” it said. “This must be a trick. She’s doing something—altering your mind. Manipulating you.”

      Outside the well, his body roared and lunged again, but Whiskey shook his head. He felt himself slow just enough for McFinn to slip the punch and counter with a clean left cross.

      The impact jolted through the well, and he staggered. When he gathered himself, he straightened and fixed a glare on Passenger.

      “How?” he demanded.

      A violet fork of lightning arced behind him, followed by a crack of thunder that shook the courtyard. Wind swirled around him, whipping his loose clothing.

      Passenger’s violet eyes flicked about, and it raised its hands. “Listen, Kinichiro,” it called over the wind. “This isn’t what it seems.”

      Outside the well, he felt his body continue to move. It launched a barrage that lit her shield with burst after burst. To her credit, McFinn stayed standing. But it wouldn’t last.

      She had seconds—maybe less—before he broke her.

      The thought of it—of breaking her⁠—

      It made him feel…

      He didn’t know.

      But he faced Passenger.

      “The Way—” he started.

      Passenger’s hands balled into fists and slammed against the edge of the well hard enough to send cracks spidering through the marble.

      “How many times do I have to save you from yourself?” it snarled.

      Again Whiskey felt his will disperse as it triggered Passion. Tendrils of power shot into the crowd, stoking their emotions. Fear. Greed. Lust. Rage.

      He pulled and stroked and teased them, feasting on their anima.

      “She’s trying to confuse you,” Passenger yelled over the wind. “I’m trying to protect you.”

      The well pulsed, and a surge of violet light flooded the courtyard.

      “When have I been wrong?” it demanded.

      It pointed toward the well.

      “I warned you about the bureau.”

      Another finger.

      “I warned you about the bounty hunter.”

      Another.

      “I warned you that helping them would end in folly.”

      Its voice cracked.

      “And look what happened. You were pushed to the brink of madness and are being hunted like a wild beast!”

      With it came a wave of pleasure beyond words.

      It cascaded down Whiskey’s spine.

      He shuddered, bracing himself on the edge of the well as his eyes rolled upward. His hesitation, his worries, crumbled away like wet sand through his fingers.

      It was…

      Everything.

      “This,” it said, pausing to take a deep, shuddering breath. “This is the only way I know how.”

      Whiskey vaguely saw Passenger spread its arms wide, gesturing to the violet-soaked courtyard as another wave of pleasure washed over him.

      He looked where it indicated. The wind began to still. The roiling clouds parted, revealing patches of serene sky.

      “Don’t you see what only hours from the damned Seijō-no-Michi have given you?” it said quietly. “Are you not stronger? Are you not free?”

      “I do. But⁠—”

      “But nothing, Kinichiro!” it snapped. “What more is there?” It stabbed a finger at the well. “They’re livestock. Meat to feed your power. Does a rancher weep for his cattle? No. He slaughters them and grows fat on the bounty. You did everything right. You followed the Way. Their way. One they designed. They—your inferiors. And it cost you everything.”

      Outside the well, he moved without thinking—spinning, feinting, setting McFinn off balance before slamming his shoulder into her with a full-body tackle.

      Passenger pointed at the image in the well. McFinn gasped as the air left her lungs but managed to lock her legs around his waist, trapping his arm in a brutal arm bar.

      “And now this woman—this chaos magnet—wants to drag you back in. Don’t fall for her tricks. Stay here. Where it’s safe. Where it’s good. Where you can get what you need.”

      Pain flared briefly as his shoulder dislocated—but Integrity healed him faster than she could hurt him. He snarled, letting the arm bend, then break again as he twisted free.

      Whiskey felt himself rise. Saw McFinn’s face taut with effort. She yelled again, sparks flying as another blast of lightning jolted him. But it was weak. She’d spent too much anima on the first two.

      With a burst of strength, he slammed her into the sand, driving his weight down. Her grip broke.

      His hand closed around her throat.

      It was over.

      He watched her struggle under his grip, a mere insect beneath the hands of a greater being.

      The sight of it made him feel⁠—

      Passenger’s eyes glowed as another pulse of violet surged from the well, and nothing mattered again.

      Passenger was right. This was right. Why bother with pain and struggle when he could have this? He had the well. His shiro. The rest was…not important.

      With a final breath, he turned from the dying woman in the well⁠—

      And heard her rasp, “Do…what’s right.”

      The words—so quiet, barely a whisper—reverberated through him as powerfully as her earlier lightning.

      “I know you will do what is right.”

      Whiskey grabbed his head as his teacher’s voice crashed through the courtyard of his shiro.

      Tides of guilt and shame collided, forming a vortex in his chest. The words had been spoken as a farewell, but also as a statement of faith—not merely in Whiskey, but in the Way itself. In a path greater than him and his Need. In his ability to honor the sacrifice his parents had made.

      The echoes rolled off the white walls at a volume loud enough to hurt.

      He looked up at Passenger.

      It loomed over the well, a dark behemoth, even larger now as its cloak billowed out like the wings of some great beast. It stood, radiating a strength Whiskey hadn’t known it possessed.

      When did Passenger become such a force?

      And what kind of fool was he to think he could control it?

      And he felt…

      He wasn’t sure.

      But he took a step back.

      His mind reeled as this new realization, this new reality, crashed into him.

      It was…

      Wrong.

      Then his eyes fell to the well.

      The image inside had shifted again, and Felix stood at the observation window. The large man had his arms crossed, concern etched into his honest, kind features as he looked directly at Whiskey.

      But his amber eyes never wavered.

      “You’re one of the best people I know, Kin,” reverberated through the shiro. Words from the man he now saw.

      Spoken to provide comfort.

      “A dear friend.”

      “A true guardian.”

      Whiskey froze mid-step, and his gaze shifted back to his dark passenger.

      An invincible avatar of power.

      Then dropped.

      And Whiskey saw the truth.

      Passenger’s massive hands were white-knuckled, clinging to the edge of the well like a drowning man to driftwood.

      Passenger wasn’t steering.

      It was clinging—barely holding on. Desperate.

      As much a prisoner to the Need as he was.

      And just as afraid.

      The image in the well shifted again, back to McFinn. The skin on the crazy woman’s face was turning blue, her eyes red and bloodshot.

      Yet still she fought—he could feel her digging her nails into his arm, still strong enough to draw blood.

      She had to know it was futile. That she would die.

      A direct result of her own actions. Her own mistakes.

      Yet she fought on.

      Why?

      How?

      Was she not afraid?

      No. She was. He could feel the fear leaking from her. Oozing forth like an open wound.

      Yet still she fought.

      Despite the regret. Despite the fear. Despite the pain.

      She fought.

      In that moment, something shifted inside Whiskey. It wasn’t anything so profound as a vision or realization, more like a seed being placed in the soil. A spark catching on a piece of tinder.

      She chose to fight.

      But when he looked up, meeting Passenger’s glowing eyes, he spoke with utter confidence.

      “No.”

      The word was simple. Quiet. But absolute.

      The pulsing violet light of the well froze.

      For an instant, everything stilled.

      Passenger recoiled, its head snapping back as if struck by a right cross. It recovered quickly, whirling back toward Whiskey.

      “What?” it demanded.

      The wind had returned, buffeting him, whipping his loose clothes about him.

      “You’re right, Passenger,” he said. He did not yell, yet his voice cut through the wind like a knife. A clarion call through the darkness. “I have mistreated you. You’ve been a constant support. A lifeline to a lonely child. A confidant.”

      He met Passenger’s gaze.

      “A friend.”

      The words hit Passenger like a physical blow, and its entire body froze. Even its billowing cloak stuttered, as if shocked.

      Then Whiskey set his feet.

      “But in this, you are wrong.”

      And he repeated:

      “No.”

      With it came the storm.

      Rain crashed down like a typhoon. Trees tore from the ground. Lightning split the sky. Thunder shook the courtyard.

      Whiskey’s breath came in uneven bursts. His pulse pounded in his ears.

      But something inside him had shifted.

      He looked at the well. At Passenger.

      This is not what I want.

      He raised a hand toward the sky.

      The storm roiled, clouds darkening—no longer natural, but hungry. Raging with power and Need.

      He looked into that sky, into the Void, and saw the cost of his hunger.

      His shiro, already cracked and battered, took the assault. Darkness hammered against its walls. The Void pressed in, and the defenses would not hold forever.

      This is not what I’m meant to be.

      He was meant to walk the path his parents died to see him follow. The one paved by the Brothers of Futsunushi.

      To be something better than the monster he was.

      To follow the Pure Way.

      His eyes—his real eyes—flicked to the window where Felix stood.

      And maybe something more.

      He took a steadying breath.

      What else do I have?

      Passenger cast its gaze about wildly.

      “No,” it screamed, its voice pleading. “You don’t understand! You⁠—”

      Whiskey raised a hand, and it fell silent.

      Maybe it had never been part of him at all.

      Maybe it was what it had always claimed to be.

      But Passenger was what it had always been.

      A passenger.

      And it had crossed the line.

      Just like him.

      Whiskey focused his will, channeling all his fear and anger into the very air, the very essence of existence within his shiro, forming its own mighty gale. The wind howled as it slammed into Passenger, its cloak of shadows whipping like a kite in a tornado and lifting it from the ground.

      It clung to the edge of the well, more cracks spreading beneath its grip as violet lightning tore through the courtyard.

      “You can’t clear your name,” it screamed, louder than it had under Mickey’s lightning. “Can’t change what you are.”

      Whiskey shook his head.

      “You’re right,” he said, again looking at McFinn. “But it doesn’t mean I should succumb. It doesn’t mean I can’t face this. That I can’t fight on.”

      Then Whiskey drew a long, steady breath and, for the third time, said:

      “No.”

      Passenger was flung backward through the courtyard like a ragged shadow. Violet light pulsed from the well, but this time it did not erupt in wild torrents. It flowed in controlled rivulets, seeping through the cracks in the well, into the damaged courtyard and its walls. It did not heal the damage—but it reinforced it. Stabilized it.

      The roiling storm of darkness above raged and thrashed sending great gouts of vile lightning against the walls of the courtyard.

      But Whiskey’s shiro held.

      With a final breath, he opened his eyes—and found himself back in the Pit.

      As gently as he could, he released Mickey’s throat. And dismissed Passion.

      A collective shudder rippled through the stunned crowd, and every being in the massive room collapsed like marionettes with their strings cut.

      The quiet that fell over the large space was heavy.

      Next to him, Mickey gasped, dragging in ragged breaths. He moved off the bounty hunter’s trembling form and sat in the sand next to her.

      “Maybe I can,” he whispered.

      “Fool,” Passenger hissed in his mind. “And how would you do that?”

      Whiskey felt his well pulse.

      But this time it wasn’t wild.

      Not chaotic.

      It was soft.

      Steady.

      A small smile touched his lips.

      “By proving them right.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Wonderful, glorious, life-giving air flooded Mickey’s lungs. She choked, doubling over as her body convulsed with effort.

      What is it with me and almost getting choked to death?

      She pried her eyes open. Next to her, Mononobe sat—staring at her with wide eyes.

      A part of her braced as a small smile touched his lips.

      But he didn’t move.

      Instead, as if some great weight had lifted, he let out a long, slow exhale.

      The surrounding shadows shimmered. The inky tethers threading through the crowd cracked, then burst into black dust, dissolving into the air like ash.

      Mononobe looked past her toward the suite where Felix still stood behind the glass, watching quietly.

      Then he turned back to Mickey and said, “I’m in.”

      And collapsed into the sand.

      A shimmer of pink light flickered beside Mickey’s head as Gorax materialized. The pixie glanced down at Mononobe, then turned her razor-sharp grin on Mickey.

      “Well, that was not the outcome I expected,” she drawled, before winking. “But hey, I’m a sucker for a good twist.”
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        INTRO - WILCOX (0:15)

        [MUSIC CUE: Five-Minute News jingle]

        I’m Ted Wilcox, and this program is proudly presented by the Cloud Nine Corporation, America’s number one thaumaturgical provider. Remember, folks: from ancient alchemical elixirs to the latest in magi-tech innovation, you’re doin’ fine with Cloud Nine!

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:30)

        [MUSIC CUE: Foreboding bed] [SFX CUE: Marching]

        While the guns have quieted—at least for now—along Korea’s 38th parallel, the world’s attention has shifted eastward, where storm clouds gather over Europe.

        Reports out of Berlin, Vienna, and Belgrade point to a heavy buildup of Soviet troops along the borders of Western Germany, Austria, and Yugoslavia.

        [SFX CUE: Interior crowd murmuring]

        The Kremlin insists these are “routine exercises,” but the United Nations isn’t buying it. Citing a spike in aggressive Soviet rhetoric against “Yankee favoritism”—including today’s dramatic walkout from the San Francisco Peace Treaty Conference—officials on the Hill are urging swift action: bolster the borders, and do it yesterday.

        [SFX CUE: Interior crowd walla] [SFX CUE: Gavel strike]

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:30)

        President Truman arrived in San Francisco yesterday to cheers and ticker tape.

        [SFX CUE: Applause]

        In a stirring address, he hailed the peace treaty as the long-awaited final chapter of World War II, calling for unity among nations to prevent another global catastrophe.

        But not all were clapping.

        [SFX CUE: Disruptive crowd walla]

        As mentioned earlier, Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko made headlines by storming out of the proceedings, accusing the United States of “hogging the pen” when it came to drafting the agreement. He claimed the US only served its own interests and excluded Soviet concerns.

        The accusations were swiftly rejected by forty-eight of the fifty-one attending nations—leaving, to no one in attendance’s surprise, Poland and Czechoslovakia in Moscow’s corner.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:40)

        Despite the Commie theatrics, it was a landmark moment for the Truman administration. With the signing of the San Francisco Peace Treaty, history wasn’t just made in the conference hall, but in living rooms across America.

        Thanks to the efforts of pioneer philanthropist Hugh Lichten and his communication mega-corporation CommTech, the first-ever microwave-calibrated crystal broadcast was aired live in stunning “scry-definition.”

        Using specially engineered enhancement crystals, or SPECs, installed in magi-tech towers nationwide, CommTech beamed the broadcast coast to coast.

        One viewer said, “It was a crackerjack of a show. For a second I thought they’d shrunk the president and stuck him in the box!”

        Welcome to the future, indeed!

        And if you took a swing at your set out of sheer surprise, not to worry—CommTech is offering half-price replacements for any screens damaged during the excitement.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:05)

        I’ll be back in just a moment, after this word from the Cloud Nine Corporation.

      

      

      
        
        COMMERCIAL BREAK (0:55)

        WILCOX:

        Friends, here’s a tip from old man Wilcox. This week, grab your favorite magazine—Life, Look, Collier’s, the Saturday Evening Post, or the Farm Journal—and turn to the four-page spread for the Cloud Nine Eighty-Cent Sale!

        That’s right! Now is your chance to double up on quality for just eighty cents more!

        You’ll find 199 guaranteed Cloud Nine products, from trusted household staples to deluxe magi-luxuries—all offered two for the price of one, plus just eighty cents.

        And that’s not all! Don’t miss out on the forty-nine specialty items, like the Blazeon Magic Microwave, the Wand-o-Way Cleaning Wand, and Dr. G’s Formula D Hair Tonic!

        The prices are so low, you’ll think it’s all a dream.

        PULCHER:

        And don’t forget to stop by your local department store for the full line of Cloud Nine alchemical and magi-tech products. Because remember, you’re doin’ fine with Cloud Nine!

        And while you’re out, lend a hand to your Community Chest. A stronger neighborhood starts with you.

        WILCOX:

        Thanks for tuning in—and now, back to Five-Minute News with Charlie Pulcher.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:40)

        [SFX CUE: Arguing crowd walla]

        Tensions boiled over again today in the ongoing labor dispute between shipping unions and foreign contracting interests. The flashpoint? PS United.

        The company, whose subsidiary CommTech handled yesterday’s live treaty broadcast, came under fire when its CEO, Hugh Lichten, failed to appear at scheduled talks. Instead, PS United sent a company aide who promptly dismissed the labor representatives and canceled all future sessions.

        Responding to the development, Warren administration negotiator Alexander Schultz criticized the company’s stance, stating, “PS United has made clear that its policy is not to negotiate with those attempting to subvert our capitalistic right to commerce. A troubling sentiment indeed, and one that will require both parties to reassess their priorities.”

        A sharp turn in an already contentious dispute—and one that may deepen an increasingly widening rift.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:35)

        [MUSIC CUE: Uplifting bed]

        On a brighter note, there’s good news from Golden Gate Park. Dr. Walter Franklin, the father of PT wave calibration, was released from the hospital yesterday after recovering from injuries sustained during the daring rescue of his kidnapped son, Johnathan.

        The FBI-led operation ended in a magically charged shootout near the Conservatory of Flowers. Miraculously, no civilians were harmed.

        FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, who personally oversaw the raid, confirmed all suspects—members of the criminal gang the Liberated Saints—were apprehended or neutralized.

        Tonight, Dr. Franklin, young Johnny, and Director Hoover will be honored at a banquet during the final evening of Carnaval de Otoño.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:37)

        [MUSIC CUE: Big band celebration bed]

        And speaking of the Carnaval de Otoño, San Francisco’s fall festival draws to a close tomorrow with a grand Halloween finale.

        Named in tribute to the city’s Spanish roots, the Carnaval will conclude with a dazzling Halloween gala and all-night celebration.

        Attendees can expect costumed revelry, lively street performances, vendor stalls, and a parade through magically conjured fog-filled streets—courtesy of the Zephyr Party-Planning Company’s custom fog enchantments.

        Billed as the “Fall Mardi Gras of the West,” the event will culminate in a glittering fireworks show over the bay, watched by President Truman and remaining UN delegates from the deck of PS United’s flagship cruiser, Ossuary.

        It promises to be quite the night.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:03)

        I’m Charlie Pulcher, and that’s the news.

      

      

      
        
        OUTRO - WILCOX (0:10)

        [MUSIC CUE: Five-Minute News jingle]

        Five-Minute News with Charlie Pulcher was brought to you by the Cloud Nine Corporation—where you’re doin’ fine when you choose Cloud Nine.

        I’m Ted Wilcox, and you’re listening to KCNBC, the station that brings you I Love Lucy and The Lone Ranger. Now gather round, folks—it’s time to head to Hilarious Harlem for a laugh with Amos ’n’ Andy!
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          WALTER HAS A HEADACHE

        

      

    

    
      October 30, 1951

      Walter Franklin drew what had to be his fiftieth steadying breath and ran a hand through his hair. The dull ache behind his eyes refused to ease. The doctors called it a severe case of thaumaturgical whiplash. Said it would fade. For now, it left his thoughts muddled.

      He’d gotten up to pace in front of the wide office window, hoping the view might clear his head. But as they had since the incident at the Steinhart Aquarium—where he’d gotten Johnny back—his thoughts moved frustratingly slow, as if the gears in his mind had been packed with tar.

      He’d had plenty of time to think back on what happened. To pick it apart. But his memory of the experience was unreliable.

      There were gaps.

      He could recite what he’d had for breakfast thirteen years ago. The VIN of his first car. His entire doctorate thesis at the University of Saint Louis on the correlation between thaumaturgical properties and the influx of natural phenomena—word for word, from memory. Yet try as he might, he couldn’t recall what happened after he’d run into the aquarium. One moment he’d been sprinting across the crowded Music Concourse. The next, he’d been sitting there, soaking wet, on a damned wooden horse inside the carousel nearly half a mile away.

      He had no idea how he’d gotten there.

      As if the memories had simply been erased.

      For one of the brightest minds of his generation, the experience was deeply unsettling.

      A sound outside drew his attention to the window. Employees strolled along the walkways or lounged in the shade of the carefully landscaped greenway API staff had nicknamed “the Green.” His gaze drifted past them toward the towering MAAC—“Mack”—building and the adjoining SPEC tower.

      The Mack was only one of four buildings its size on the API campus, but Walter couldn’t have cared less about the other three. The Mack was his. Not in name, but in responsibility. Everything that happened inside—from prototype failures to breakthrough experiments—came back to him. Over the years, it had become an extension of himself.

      Party trucks lined the paths outside. He squinted. What kind of event was this? And what kind of name was Zephyr? Why hadn’t anyone told him?

      He shook his head.

      Let it go, Walt. You don’t have time to worry about some event you weren’t even invited to.

      He needed to finish his speech.

      The banquet was tonight.

      In his honor.

      The thought made him pause. A faint smile tugged at his lips.

      Saving Johnathan had been everything.

      A new start.

      Even Evie looked at him differently since the rescue. Like she had when they were first married. Like he was someone worth admiring again.

      A quiet throat clear pulled him back to the room. He turned to see his newest assistant—a plump woman in her late fifties—sitting poised at her stenotype machine.

      Nancy? Natalie?

      He could never quite remember her name, though he was sure it started with an N.

      Or was it an R?

      Either way, she maintained that no-nonsense posture and wore that unique expression that made you feel like you were returning an overdue library book.

      He took his fifty-first calming breath.

      By the Nine, this headache…

      He’d only just left the hospital. The papers had called him a hero. “A father who defied the odds.”

      A soft smile touched his lips.

      Perhaps they were right.

      He liked the attention, and he wouldn’t lie to himself about that. But after tonight, he’d leave the spotlight behind. Take the second chance he’d been given.

      He looked again.

      Nancy (Natalie?) was watching him expectantly.

      Speech first. Then banquet. Then home.

      He cleared his throat. “Right. Ahem. Where was I?”

      N-Something’s face stayed neutral, though her eyes held the patient, soul-weary depth of someone who’d had this exact conversation six times today.

      “You were building up to your conclusion, sir.”

      Walter grimaced.

      He’d be frustrated if he had to wait on himself, too.

      The thought only irritated him more—but he pushed it down and resumed pacing.

      The ache behind his temples pulsed with each step, fogging his thoughts, but by sheer force of habit, he picked up where he left off.

      “And thanks to the support of the National Magi-Tech Research Initiative, and the generous grants provided by the federal government, the electromagnetic thaumaturgical compatibility research of the American Power Institute has firmly placed the Cloud Nine Corporation at the forefront of magi-tech advancement, shutting the door on the old-world mindset that argues magic and science must always stand in opposition.”

      He paused, chewing on the tip of his glasses. Was that even coherent? Hard to say. It sounded right.

      So he kept going.

      “A prime example is the resounding success of the national broadcast of the peace treaty signings that just concluded. In the past we relied on electromagnetic radiation, namely radio waves, to transmit information. While impressive in theory, in practice the method was severely limited. Radiation could only travel in straight lines, requiring a network of transmitters and receivers to relay signals and overcome obstacles.”

      The rhythm returned, and the words flowed as he pictured the banquet hall, every seat full, every eye watching him.

      The broadcast had been a massive success. Already public and private firms were in a frenzy, clawing for a piece of the breakthrough. That was always the way. Prove something worked, and the leeches came out of the woodwork.

      Even Malcolm was receiving job offers for his small part.

      But none of that mattered to Walter.

      What mattered was the name.

      Walter Franklin—visionary. The man who’d made it all possible.

      “Our discovery of thaumaturgical calibration revolutionized the use of sortilege crystals. Once seen as simple energy containers, they can now, through microwaves generated in our own API facilities, be networked to produce the same effects at vastly higher output and greater precision, while requiring only a fraction of the relays.”

      He could almost hear the applause.

      Feel the spotlight.

      See the admiration he deserved at last.

      “With your continued support, I give you my sincere promise. We at the American Power Institute will keep pushing the boundaries of what’s possible, striving toward a golden age of magi-tech advancement. Thank you, and may we all look with wonder toward a bright, bright future.”

      He paused, savoring the imagined ovation a moment longer, then glanced at his assistant.

      “What do you think?”

      Maybe-Nancy looked up from her notes. Her smile was faint but polite.

      “Very good, Dr. Franklin. I’ll need to clean it up a bit from my shorthand, but I’ll have it ready for Mr. Pembock before tonight’s banquet.”

      Walter’s smile faltered.

      Of course. Pembock.

      He kept most of the sarcasm out of his voice. “Excellent.”

      He sank into his chair. The man had already made it clear Walter wouldn’t be giving the speech himself. The spotlight, as always, belonged to Pembock.

      Are you really that desperate for recognition? Do you need more attention right now?

      He groaned, rubbing at his temples as the headache surged louder, now that the imaginary applause had faded.

      “I’m looking forward to reading all about it in the papers.”

      He barely noticed Natalie, or whoever, watching him until she spoke again. “If I may be so bold, sir…are you all right?”

      Walter froze mid–temple rub and looked up.

      Really? They’re hiring assistants to ask ridiculous questions now?

      Malcolm would’ve known better. Malcolm would’ve just brought aspirin.

      She must have read his face, because she flushed and glanced down at her stenotype keyboard. If Walter weren’t so exhausted, he might’ve felt something—sympathy or embarrassment—but those were luxuries for people who’d slept in the last forty-eight hours.

      As it was, every time he closed his eyes, he saw nightmares.

      “Oh, good job, Janice,” she muttered. “You went and made things awkward.”

      Walter blinked.

      Janice? Her name was Janice?

      Where the hells had he gotten Nancy?

      He looked again, caught the discomfort in her face, and his stomach clenched.

      You’re not being fair, he told himself.

      It hurt, but he forced a smile.

      “No, I…”

      A knock at the door rescued him. An aide stepped in and handed Janice a note.

      She scanned it. “Mrs. Franklin called. She wants to know when you’ll be home.”

      Walter bolted upright. “By the damned Nine!” he swore, checking his watch. “I should’ve left an hour ago.”

      He scrambled for his coat. If he was late again, he’d lose whatever trust he’d clawed back from his family.

      He’d nearly forgotten Janice when she spoke again. “Don’t worry, sir. The staff and I took care of everything.”

      Walter froze.

      Janice’s face was beet red, but she held his gaze. “I hope you don’t mind,” she said. “But I had a sense things would end up this way, so I arranged a different flight for you and your family.”

      Walter froze. “What? How?”

      Janice smiled. “My son-in-law works for the airline. He got you on a similar flight, though he upgraded it to first class.”

      Walter didn’t know what to say.

      “Janice, I…”

      She raised her hand. “It’s nothing. Just a token of how much everyone here appreciates you, Dr. Franklin.”

      The words caught him off guard.

      Tears stung his eyes, and for a moment the headache lifted. “Janice, how can I thank you?”

      Janice beamed. “Just come back refreshed, sir. And how about a few aspirin while I have someone bring your car around? If you don’t mind me saying, you look like your head might pop right off.”

      He grinned—genuine this time. “That would be swell.”

      With a warm smile, she stepped out.

      Walter wiped his eyes and reached for the phone to call Evie.

      WALTER.

      Walter’s blood ran cold. His skin erupted with gooseflesh. He whipped his head around. The room was empty.

      Damn, I need to sleep.

      He dialed the first number.

      WALTER. I NEED YOU TO LISTEN.

      He froze. That voice.

      Familiar and alien.

      He remembered it.

      But from where? His blood ran cold as he realized the only possibility.

      “Hello?” he whispered.

      THE TIME HAS COME, WALTER.

      Purpose slammed into him like a wrecking ball. Everything he was, everything he’d done, everything he was meant to be, hinged on this moment.

      He hung up and crossed to the door just as Janice lifted her hand to knock.

      “I’m sorry, Dr. Franklin,” she said, lowering it. “But there’s a man here who says he’s from the governor’s office. A Mr. Schultz. He’s asking to see you.”

      Walter glanced past her. A tall, handsome man with a briefcase stood in the hall, offering a polite nod.

      “Send him in,” Walter said.

      Janice hesitated. “Are you sure? I wasn’t aware of any⁠—”

      The pressure in Walter’s skull throbbed harder.

      “I told you to let him in,” he snapped. “And call Reeves and Landry. Have them fire up the EMC. We’ll be running tests through the night. Make sure security doesn’t interfere.”

      Janice frowned. “But Doctor, what about your flight? Your family…?”

      Walter slammed his hand on the desk, and she flinched.

      “Damn it, woman,” he said. “Do as I say, or I’ll find someone who will. Do you understand me?”

      Janice paled. “Yes, sir.”

      She stepped aside, and Schultz entered—impeccably dressed, smiling like a movie star. Without a word, he crossed the room, opened his briefcase, and turned it toward Walter.

      Walter studied the object inside, eyes tracing the intricate scrawling—runes covering the object from tip to base. Their meaning was both immediate and obvious.

      He smiled as his headache vanished completely.

      He looked up at the man, a broad smile spreading as he bowed deeply.

      “Welcome,” he said. “Lord Maruzu.”
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          WHISKEY PLAYS THE LONG GAME

        

      

    

    
      October 31, 1951

      Hiszzshhkt…

      Whiskey’s mind churned—sharp and hissing, like dry leaves grinding beneath boot heels. Fragments of sensation flickered. The euphoria of the feast. The frenzy of battle. Felix’s worried gaze. Mickey’s strangled gasps. The searing pain of shutting off his Gifts. The gnawing Need that followed.

      …Kksshhht…Thk-kksh…

      Spiteful recriminations clashed with brutal justifications. Thoughts and feelings blurred into a whirlwind of sound and nightmare, building toward a high, shrieking crescendo before⁠—

      Resolving into Hungarian klezmer music.

      What?

      More hissing scratched through his skull, frequencies rising and warping before settling once more into the same cheerful combination of violin and tsimbl.

      “Damn it,” muttered a female voice. “All the magi-tech in the world, and they can’t spring for a radio that gets more than one station.”

      He recognized that voice—had heard it a lot lately—and the familiarity anchored him. He clung to it, dragging himself back from the storm. Forcing eyes, gummy with sleep, to open.

      A warm lamp lit the cluttered break room. Golden Stars of David glinted from the walls right next to a pinup of Sally Ratchet, the dwarven starlet posing in nothing but grease-streaked overalls.

      Mickey sat on a couch, foot tapping as she twisted the dial of a crystal-powered radio in her lap. Across the room, Felix lounged with a newspaper, feet propped on a desk.

      Judging by the conspicuous absence of clanging tools and buzzing machines, it was after hours.

      Whiskey drew a slow breath through his nose, catching the scents of stale coffee and the faint plasticky tang of motor oil, then cleared his throat.

      “The Fleischburgs like what they like,” he croaked.

      Felix snorted, and Mickey jolted upright, nearly dropping the radio.

      “Jeezus, Mary, and Joseph, Mononobe!” she snapped, clutching her chest. “You about scared me half to death.”

      “Apologies,” he murmured, squinting as his eyes adjusted.

      She scowled, then softened. “Yeah, well…still better than choking me half to death. So, y’know…progress.”

      Her laugh was awkward, and silence stretched between them.

      He nodded at Felix’s paper. “Anything good in there?”

      His friend grinned. “Oh, you know,” he rumbled. “Another war brewin’, inflation’s up, rock and roll’s corruptin’ the youth, but the Yankees won the Series, so it ain’t all bad.”

      Whiskey and Mickey groaned in unison, made eye contact, then glanced away.

      “How long was I out?”

      Mickey and Felix exchanged a look.

      “Thirty-seven hours,” she said.

      He jolted. “Thirty-seven?”

      Felix placed a calming hand on his shoulder. “Give or take.”

      “And you let me sleep that long?”

      Mickey jabbed a thumb at Felix. “Blame the warden. He only cleared me this morning.”

      Felix offered a patient smile.

      “One, there was no waking either of you after that fight. And two, you both needed it. Runnin’ into a lion’s den with the combined fightin’ strength of a sirloin steak ain’t a winnin’ strategy, ya hear?”

      He tipped his head toward Mickey. “And it’s not like we’ve been sittin’ on our hands.”

      Whiskey grit his teeth, but forced himself to let it go when he realized that aside from some grogginess, he was…fine.

      Good, even.

      Reaching for his anima seemed like a bad idea, but a quick check revealed his well was full. Overflowing.

      “Why wouldn’t it be?” Passenger snapped. “Though I’m sure you’ll find a way to squander it. Oh, and I’m all right too, by the way.”

      Whiskey ignored it and turned back to the two people actually in the room.

      “All right,” he said, pushing upright. “I’m awake. What now?”

      Mickey lifted a leather-bound book from the desk.

      “We save the day, of course.”

      Whiskey leaned back, studying her. He’d seen enough to recognize when her bravado was an act, and when it wasn’t. And despite everything, she meant it.

      Why couldn’t he be like that? Why couldn’t he take the slings and arrows of fate, bat his eyes, and say, What else you got?

      He sighed and looked away.

      I can’t keep making the same mistakes.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” Felix cut in, raising a hand. “Before you start broodin’, there’s somethin’ important we gotta do first.”

      He turned toward Mickey. “What?”

      Felix rolled his eyes. “I believe there’s somethin’ you wanted to say?”

      Mickey crossed her arms. “Why do I have to go first?”

      Felix sighed the sigh you only hear from preschool teachers. “Because Kin’s been asleep for thirty-seven hours, and I haven’t had time to coach him yet. Now out with it.”

      Mickey looked like she’d bitten into a particularly sour lemon, but she turned to Whiskey.

      She met his eyes, looked away, cleared her throat, then looked back down again.

      “Listen,” she said. “Mononobe, Whiskey, I…”

      He raised his hands. “Okay, okay. That’s enough.”

      She sagged with relief. “Thank the gods. That was painful.”

      A genuine smile tugged at his lips. He forced himself to meet her eyes.

      “Me too,” he said softly.

      She didn’t look away. “Time to back this talk up with what matters.”

      He nodded. “Action.”

      Felix rolled his eyes. “Beautiful, you two. Real movin’ stuff.”

      He leaned around the desk and pulled out several paper to-go boxes. “And what better way to commemorate such a momentous occasion than with a meal?”

      The aroma hit Whiskey like a truck. He didn’t need food the way humans did, but the scent overwhelmed him.

      He was about to dig in when Felix snapped his fingers. “Oh wait!”

      The big Cajun pulled a small candle from his pocket and stuck it into the bun.

      “Now, before you get mad,” he said, “Jasmine made me promise to tell you this was her idea. And you know you can’t stay mad at her, so don’t bother tryin’.”

      He lit the candle and rested a hand on Whiskey’s shoulder. “She’d be here, but with everything goin’ on, we needed the church ready for tonight.” His eyes twinkled.

      “Happy birthday, Kin. Here’s to many more. Make a wish, cuz.”

      Whiskey blinked, and met Felix’s gaze. The smile on his friend’s face was broad, warm, genuine.

      He glanced at Mickey and, to his surprise, found no teasing in her expression—just something quiet.

      Maybe even a little moved.

      Not knowing what else to do, he blew out the candle.

      He didn’t wish for anything. It wasn’t the wish that mattered.

      The thought that someone still believed he deserved one sat strangely in his chest. Given what they’d just pulled him back from, it was borderline absurd.

      But looking at Mickey and Felix making fools of themselves as they clapped and cheered, he felt…

      He wasn’t sure.

      But he didn’t fight the small smile as it crept across his lips.

      They ate in mostly silence.

      Whiskey was ravenous, tearing into the food with near-wild abandon and making short work of the burger.

      Felix only smiled and slid an extra to-go box across the table.

      Whiskey forced himself to slow down with the second, and they filled each other in.

      He went first, recounting the interview with Bernie—how he’d learned about the nationwide Bliss freeze and the necromancer involvement. Mickey already knew the broader outline of his plans and how they’d unraveled, so he kept that portion brief. Instead, he focused on the discussion he and Felix had shared about the possibility of a Lich Lord—right before the remnants of the Demon Lords attacked and Bullet arrived with word of Mickey’s capture.

      As he mentioned Mickey’s ever-present companion, he paused, and glancing around, was suddenly aware he hadn’t heard a single word from the incessantly talkative creature.

      “Where is he, anyway?” he asked. “I assumed he’d be glued to your side after all this—especially with burgers involved.”

      Mickey’s expression flickered as she looked down at her fries.

      “By the Nine,” she muttered. “Are hamburgers the first thing he talks to people about?”

      “Yes,” Whiskey said at the same time Felix said, “Pretty much.”

      Mickey coughed out a quick laugh. “Yeah, well, he burned through all his anima on Mengele,” she said, dunking a fry in way too much mustard. “Without it, he can’t camouflage.”

      She looked up, voice firm. “I’ve got him ‘keeping an eye on Jasmine.’ It’s the safest place I could think to put him.”

      Nodding, Whiskey detailed the factory’s heightened activity—Zephyr logos on Blazeon trucks, Bliss canisters stacked inside, and Bullet’s discovery of Zeal mixed into the final product.

      “Why mix the two?” Felix asked.

      Whiskey had been wondering the same, but he still couldn’t figure it out.

      Mickey smacked her forehead. “Amelioration foci.”

      She looked at the men expectantly. When they both frowned in confusion, she rolled her eyes.

      “Knew I wasn’t the only one who didn’t understand this stuff,” she muttered, then added, “Enhancers. Zeal’s basically powdered magical amplifier mixed with a bunch of stimulants. They’re using it to goose up the Bliss.”

      Whiskey frowned. “Why? Bliss is already the strongest hallucinogen on the market.”

      Mickey shook her head. “Beats me.”

      Felix made a thoughtful sound.

      When they both looked at him, he scratched his beard. “I got no clue either. Just tryin’ to place where I’ve heard Zephyr Party Plannin’ before. Ringin’ a bell, but I don’t know which one.”

      Mickey waved it off. “Well, while you think…”

      She took over from there, explaining how she’d spotted Mengele at the factory. How her twisted history with the madman had led her to tail him to Sacramento. She described the “drop” of the book, and how she’d learned about the Halloween deadline for the curse.

      She shared little about being trapped, and Whiskey didn’t push. But she did mention a conversation she’d overheard inside Mengele’s lab—one that prominently featured the German lawyer, Schultz.

      “This man keeps popping up,” Whiskey said.

      Mickey nodded. “He’s a definite player here. Mengele, Scott, Butcher—they were all scared of him. And since we’re covering everything,” she added, with a shrug, “I don’t think he’s human. I was suppressed both times I got near him, but I’m pretty sure he’s wearing a guise.”

      She detailed the conversation, describing Isaiah’s sudden entrance, how he’d been forced to order the Liberated Saints to abduct a scientist’s son, and Schultz’s directive to promote Bliss sales.

      That last part made Whiskey pause.

      Why hold it back only to release it now?

      But Mickey wasn’t done.

      “Then Schultz gave Butcher the location of a seventh sacrifice.”

      Whiskey’s brow lifted. “Seventh?”

      Mickey exhaled through her nose. She explained how, using Rosie and the Baptistes’ help, they’d translated key sections of the book. The curse required seven sacrifices. Seven women. What the book called…

      “Maidens of Death’s scions?” Whiskey repeated, trying to make sense of the term.

      Felix sighed, flipping through the book. “These things are always so damn wordy,” he muttered, showing Whiskey a page mostly torn away. “The spell pages are damaged, but best I can figure, it calls for seven virgins, ages sixteen to twenty-two, with ancestry tied to death deities or magic.”

      Whiskey remembered his conversations with George and Isaiah.

      “The Baron, my ancestor…”

      “The old son of a bitch is always blabbin’ to anyone who’ll listen about who he is.”

      Whiskey shook his head. Had those conversations really taken place only a week ago? It felt like decades.

      “Which is how Hallie fits,” he realized. “She’s not Native, but she’s a young woman tied to a death god.”

      “Exactly,” Felix said. “I’ve been tryin’ to reach the Baron, but all the Loa’s gone quiet. No prayers answered. No signs. Like they’re⁠—”

      “Pissed off,” Mickey cut in. “Because their followers are too busy fighting each other to notice the warnings.”

      Felix’s jaw tightened. “I need to talk to George.”

      “As for the others,” Mickey continued, “the Native angle checks out, but not the way we thought. The Navajo use the term Diné Bahaneʼ, Holy People, for those descended from gods. I’d bet my car that if we checked their family trees, we’d find ties to Coyote. Some Ohlone even consider him a death spirit—the closest thing they’ve got to a god.”

      “Which fits the criteria?” Whiskey asked.

      Mickey shrugged. “LME seems to think so.”

      She hesitated, glancing at Felix. Whiskey caught a flicker of trepidation in her aura.

      “There’s one more thing…”

      She told them about her contact with Coyote. The visions. The dreams. Disjointed, but always urgent. She described their content in more detail—each one stranger, darker than the last.

      During her story, Felix’s earlier demeanor vanished, replaced by something intense. Almost fanatical.

      It wasn’t until she mentioned the dream on the train, and the being she fought, that he spoke.

      “You were there?” he asked, voice cracking. “The day my…Did you know m-my…?”

      Mickey nodded, her expression heavy. “I’m so sorry, Felix,” she whispered. “I should’ve told you sooner. I was scared of how you’d take it.” She took a breath, eyes glistening. “Junior was a great man. He’s the reason I’m here. I’m sorry. If I’d been stronger…”

      Felix cut her off by pulling her into a tight embrace. To Whiskey’s surprise, the surly hunter let him. He didn’t fully understand what they were feeling, but he could sense the need for it radiating from their auras. For a quiet moment, they stayed like that. Then, by some unspoken agreement, they stepped apart.

      Mickey cleared her throat as she wiped her eyes. “I think that’s why the visions matter,” she said. “To warn us. About the Lich Lord.”

      Felix’s wet eyes hardened. “And that it can be killed. Same weakness. The phylactery. Destroy that, and you got the couillon.”

      “Damn right,” Mickey said.

      Whiskey shook his head. “All this is good, but useless, if we don’t find out where the curse is coming from.”

      At that, Mickey’s eyes lit up. “Wait,” she said, voice snapping back to full strength. “I almost forgot. Schultz asked Mengele about preparations. Mengele said they were going well. Mentioned something about a palace.”

      Whiskey turned to Felix. Between them, they had over eighty years of life experience in the city.

      “Only two places in the city that fit,” Felix said. “The Palace Hotel and the Palace of Fine Arts.”

      Whiskey rubbed his chin, pulse quickening as the pieces began to click into place. “The hotel’s too public,” he said. “But the Fine Arts…that makes sense.”

      Felix nodded. “It’s old. Unused. The city even left it out of the Carnaval plans. The area is too run-down.”

      Whiskey gave a slow nod. The location—nestled against a hill—was even defensible. The damn place had a moat. He drew in a steadying breath. The scale of it all was staggering. Every piece, every move, had been building for years.

      He met Mickey’s eyes.

      How in all the hells were the three of them supposed to stop this?

      “I don’t think we can do this alone.”

      Mickey exhaled and nodded. “Glad you see that, too.”

      A knock at the door turned every head.

      Mickey checked her watch. “Damn. They’re early.”

      She faced Whiskey and Felix, her expression sharpening.

      “I need you to trust me. Can you do that?”

      Whiskey gave her a long look before nodding.

      And he meant it.

      When did that happen?

      Mickey grinned. “Good. Try to remember that in the next few seconds, okay?”

      Before she reached the door, it swung open. Rosie entered, followed by two men in dark suits.

      The first man’s gaze landed on Whiskey. He froze mid-step, his face twisting with fury.

      “You!” snarled Clyde Tolson—Hoover’s bulldog—his hand already going for his gun.

      “You’ve been betrayed,” Passenger hissed. “Kill him before he pulls the trigger!”

      Whiskey surged to his feet, reaching instinctively for his anima, but he hesitated, holding himself back as he looked to Mickey.

      The bounty hunter, as usual, was quick to react, stepping between the two groups with her arms spread wide.

      “Whiskey!” she snapped. “Please. Trust me.”

      Whiskey’s mind raced. His body screamed to move. Power surged through him, aching to be unleashed.

      But instead, he raised his hands, palms out.

      Tolson’s gun caught on his shoulder holster, but the second agent—Jordan Crane—had already drawn his sidearm, though for now he kept it pointed at the floor.

      “Stand down, sir,” Crane said evenly. “I’ve got them covered.”

      “Like hells,” Tolson barked, tearing his weapon free and leveling it at Whiskey’s chest. “One gun’s not enough for this monster!”

      Whiskey’s eyes locked on Tolson, but he didn’t move.

      “We call you here to talk, and the first thing you do is pull guns?” Mickey snapped, turning toward the agents. “Typical.”

      Tolson’s voice climbed, panic fraying its edges. “A fucking A-Class fugitive is standing here unrestrained, and you’re⁠—”

      “Easy, Clyde.”

      The new voice cut through the room like a razor. Tolson flinched, instantly silent.

      Whiskey’s gaze snapped to the doorway—where a third man stepped inside.

      Years of steak dinners and late-night red wine had softened the once sharp lines of the Justice Department’s golden boy, but those nearly black eyes still gleamed with ruthless intelligence. His presence still hit like a hammer.

      J. Edgar Hoover entered with the same precision and arrogance that had built an empire—and kept it under his thumb.

      Whiskey’s former protégé and current master regarded him with a mix of curiosity and contempt.

      “If this were a trap,” Hoover drawled, “I’d think he’d at least be wearing pants.”

      Whiskey followed the man’s gaze and sighed. He hadn’t been dressed beneath the blankets of his cot. At least he was still in an undershirt and briefs.

      Felix handed him a pair of dress slacks. “Got these from your car.”

      Whiskey took them gratefully and began pulling them on.

      “See?” Mickey said pointedly to Tolson. “Eddy gets it. Now will you stop being such an unbelievably stubborn ass and lower your gods-damned gun?”

      Hoover’s gaze swung to her like an anti-aircraft turret. “I see not much has changed since we fired you, Miss McFinn.”

      Mickey’s eyes sparked, but her smile stayed razor-thin. “And you got fat. But we’re not here to state the obvious, Eddy. We’re here for business. And the fact you showed up without a whole G-man squad tells me you’re listening. So let’s skip the bullshit and get to it.”

      Hoover’s jaw tightened, but he gave a short nod toward his men. “I said stand down.”

      Crane holstered his pistol without hesitation. Tolson looked like he’d rather lick the backside of a particularly dirty gorilla, but did the same.

      Mickey stepped beside Whiskey as he finished buttoning his shirt. “You okay?”

      “You called him,” he muttered, grabbing his jacket.

      “We needed someone with reach. Rosie knew how to find him.” She tilted her head toward Hoover. “And just look at him, Whisk. He’s as desperate as we are. Why else would he come here himself?”

      Whiskey’s eyes flicked back to Hoover as he considered her words. It was a fair question. He’d known Hoover a long time, and while the man was willing to do many things in the name of what he believed in, arriving at a potentially hostile meeting with only two guards was not one of them. The director stared at Mickey with obvious distaste, but he did not object.

      A faint grin touched Whiskey’s lips, and he shook his head. Mickey was right.

      He faced Hoover, the thought settling as he spoke. “You obviously understand what’s happening and the stakes involved, or you wouldn’t be here. But you only act when it benefits the bureau—or yourself. So the fact that you’re holding back means you’re afraid this could blow up in your face. You’re worried you don’t have all the information.”

      Hoover’s jaw tightened. “Careful, Kinichiro. While you may enjoy the luxury of bluntness, my decisions carry weight far beyond your understanding. Times have changed. Public opinion is a fragile thing. Without evidence, I can’t act.”

      Rosie snorted from the couch. “Since when has not having evidence ever stopped you?”

      Hoover’s gaze snapped to her. “While I may not always possess evidence admissible in court, Mrs. Fleischburg, I always possess evidence. That distinction separates order from chaos.”

      Whiskey’s eyes drifted to Crane. The experienced agent leaned against the wall, arms crossed, his gaze fixed on him. Then, almost imperceptibly, Crane flicked his eyes toward the desk phone—and back again.

      Whiskey blinked. It was the same signal Crane had used back at the bureau to warn him the room was bugged. “There’s a mole,” he said slowly. “And you don’t know who it is.” He nodded toward Tolson. “That’s why you sent him. Why the offices were bugged. But you haven’t rooted out the infiltrators, and you can’t act without tipping your hand.”

      He looked at Mickey and Rosie. “And you two already figured that out.”

      The women exchanged a glance. Rosie gave a faint smile.

      “You’re not the only one who has experience with these guys, doll. Good to see you up, by the way. How you feeling?”

      Whiskey dipped his head. “I’ll make this up to you, Mrs. Fleischburg.”

      She waved him off. “You’re good for it.”

      Whiskey looked back at Hoover, who was staring at him hard.

      “If he had any other options,” he realized, “he’d be using them.”

      “How fortunate for you then,” Passenger said, tone dripping with petulant sarcasm. “He does not.”

      Hoover glanced once at Tolson, then placed the briefcase on the desk and removed a small black device. “May I?” he asked Rosie.

      She squinted at the object, then nodded. “Be my guest.”

      Hoover clicked it on. The runes along its casing lit with a steady blue glow, and the room filled with a soft hum.

      Mickey raised a brow. “Jammer?”

      “In the crudest sense,” Rosie said, smoothing her skirt with a disdainful sniff.

      Hoover rolled his eyes. “Bias aside, this blocks all recordings and active surveillance equipment within twenty feet. Even yours, Mrs. Fleischburg.”

      Rosie sniffed again. “Using my own tech—antiquated as it is—against me is rather gauche. Even for you, Speed.”

      “You’ll survive,” Hoover said, straightening his cuffs. “Now, I’d assume it went without saying—but for the sake of thoroughness, I’ll say it anyway. If any word of what I’m about to share leaves this room, you and everyone you care about will find yourselves on the most wanted list. Am I understood?”

      Whiskey’s eyes narrowed. Felix stiffened. Rosie bristled. But Mickey spoke first.

      “Da, comrade,” she said, rolling her eyes. “We get it—you’re very scary, very powerful, and blah blah blah.” She checked her watch. “Can we get this moving? Some of us got work to do.”

      Hoover’s glare snapped to her. Mickey grinned.

      After a pause, he exhaled and continued.

      “You’re right. The bureau’s been infected. Temporarily. And I’ve yet to purge the sickness.”

      He turned to Whiskey. “I expected you to bring me something actionable. But by the time I realized your factory raid had failed, it was too late.”

      Whiskey’s jaw tightened. “So you made me the scapegoat.”

      Hoover didn’t flinch. “LME is a well-funded, deeply entrenched super-cartel with political reach you can’t begin to grasp. Sentimentality is a liability. Victory demands pragmatism.”

      “Something all of us would do well to remember,” Passenger muttered.

      Whiskey exhaled slowly. “Fine. Let’s compare notes. Fill the gaps.”

      Hoover gestured. “Very well. You go first.”

      Whiskey shared a glance with Mickey, then nodded.

      Together, they told him everything.

      Hoover listened, only interrupting to ask for clarification.

      When they finished, he leaned back and drew in a slow breath.

      “So LME is planning to use the women as sacrifices for a necromantic curse, the Blessing of Pogrom, at one of two likely locations. Tonight.”

      He turned to Tolson. “That gives us very little time to react.”

      His assistant director shook his head. “We’ve heard nothing about this. They’re either covering for the A-Class, or flat-out wrong.”

      “For the sake of argument,” Hoover said before anyone else could jump in, “let’s assume they’re right. What do we know about this curse?”

      Tolson frowned. “There’s a spell by that name, sure. Old stuff. Basic necromancy. Turns a target into a zombie. But it’s weak, short ranged, and ridiculously expensive for the result. Pogrom means⁠—”

      “Slaughter. Massacre. Ethnic cleansing,” Hoover finished.

      Mickey scoffed. “You would know that.”

      Whiskey caught himself smiling as the director, seemingly ignoring the jab, turned back to Tolson.

      “Remind me. There are two kinds of curses, correct?”

      His assistant director nodded. “Direct spells and rituals. Spells draw power from the user. Rituals pull from external sources. The latter take longer to cast, but they’re nastier since they can draw from multiple sources.”

      He shook his head. “But it doesn’t matter. There’s no way one gets through our magical barriers. Even with the added amplification of Halloween.”

      Hoover laced his fingers together, turning to Whiskey. “Then why go through the trouble?”

      Whiskey rubbed his chin. He’d been turning that question over since the start of the conversation—and every path kept leading to the same grim answer.

      “Whoever the target is,” he said, meeting Hoover’s eyes, “they’re worth the cost.”

      A heavy silence followed.

      Everyone in the room knew of one target—someone in town for the peace treaty signing—who would definitely be worth the cost.

      Hoover shook his head, though the skepticism in his eyes had faltered.

      “If President Truman is the target, then they’ve found a way to bypass our security.”

      “Which is impossible,” Tolson added.

      Rosie rolled her eyes. “In a world filled with magic, you’d think people would stop using that word.”

      Hoover gave a grudging nod. “As much as I value your confidence, Clyde, you and I both know that if anyone could circumvent our defenses, it’s Hugh Lichten and his red allies. They’ve kept LME two steps ahead of us at every turn.”

      Mickey snorted.

      Hoover’s attention snapped to her. “Is there a problem?”

      “Oh no,” she said, her voice dry. “Let’s blame the damn Commies. Sure. Just one question: if they are behind this, why are they even at the peace talks? The evil Reds will sacrifice their own for the cause?”

      Hoover picked up a folded newspaper, flipped to a page, and slid it across the table.

      The headline read,

      FOREIGN MINISTER GROMYKO WALKS AWAY FROM PEACE

      “Soviet troops are massing on the German, Austrian, and Yugoslavian borders,” Hoover said, a smile touching his lips for the first time. “But I’m sure it’s only a coincidence.”

      Mickey gave a low whistle.

      “Well, I’ll be,” she muttered. “The damn Commies.”

      Whiskey frowned. “Lichten? I’ve heard the name, but I can’t place it.”

      “He’s the guy behind the Carnaval,” Felix supplied. “Owns a bunch of major companies. I met him once or twice during planning.”

      Hoover reached into his briefcase and handed Whiskey a file.

      Inside was a photo of a striking man with salt-and-pepper hair, a chiseled jawline, and a black patch over his left eye, shaking hands with Secretary of State Dean Acheson. Below it was a list of assets. One stood out immediately: Blazeon.

      “Five major corporations,” Hoover said. “All under a parent company—Para Siempre. I had agents tailing Lichten for months.”

      Mickey folded her arms. “Had?”

      “They went dark a few weeks ago,” Crane supplied. The special agent in charge’s eyes flashed as they darted to Tolson, but he otherwise kept his voice and expression neutral. “That’s what first got the director’s attention.”

      Whiskey’s stomach turned. He glanced at Felix, then Mickey. Their expressions told him they were thinking the same thing.

      “There’s our Lich Lord.”

      Hoover’s eyes narrowed. “What did you say?”

      “Lich Lord,” Whiskey repeated. “An extremely powerful necromancer.”

      “I’m familiar with the term, Kinichiro,” Hoover snapped. “What makes you think Lichten is one? The last was destroyed during the war.”

      “For starters, his name’s a little on the nose,” Mickey said dryly. “But it’s more than that. Everything we’ve seen points to something way beyond garden-variety necromancy.”

      Hoover shook his head. “This is all conjecture—and it doesn’t explain how they plan to bypass the protective ward grid, let alone the greatest security force in the world.”

      The room fell quiet.

      Then Jordan Crane cleared his throat. “You said they were liquefying Bliss, right?” He crossed to the desk, picked up the newspaper, and pointed. “Look, here are companies working the Halloween finale.”

      Felix’s eyes lit up. “Of course!” He turned to Whiskey. “Zephyr Party Planning. I knew I remembered the name. They’re the ones causin’ all the traffic. Been installin’ fog machines all over the city for the parade.”

      Whiskey scanned the list. Sure enough, Zephyr was there—buried under Lichten’s umbrella.

      “They’re going to cover the city in drug-laced fog?” Mickey asked. “Why?”

      Whiskey looked at Tolson. “The fog bypasses both the grid—which only blocks magical attacks—and the security force. Unless they’ve got fans the size of the Chrysler Building, they’re not stopping a blanket like that.”

      “Okay,” Tolson said, glancing at Hoover. “So everyone gets weird visions. We can deal with that.”

      His boss had a hand on his chin, eyes distant. “We’re missing something,” he muttered.

      Rosie gasped. “Mengele. That’s why he was here.”

      The room went still.

      She rose from the couch, hands twisting. “He wasn’t just a butcher. He was one of the leading minds in magical transference. Some of the earliest research came from him.”

      Whiskey’s stilled. “You’re saying he found a way to spread the curse through the fog?”

      Rosie nodded. “Exactly. It all hinges on the components. Bliss is ground crystal mixed with hallucinogens. With the right calibration, those crystals can carry a curse.”

      Mickey inhaled sharply. “The Zeal isn’t meant to boost the hallucinogen. It’s meant for the transfer.”

      Whiskey’s pulse pounded. “That wouldn’t just hit the president. It would hit the entire city. A million people turned into zombies in one swoop.”

      “Holy shit,” Mickey whispered, drawing every eye to her. Her face had gone pale. “Holy fucking shit. Thaumaturgy 201…”

      “Miss McFinn,” Hoover murmured. “I don’t think a lesson is⁠—”

      “Shut up for a second, will you?” Mickey snapped. Her gaze sharpened as she turned to Rosie. “Transference. Like the scry spell those API people—or whatever—you were going on about.” She jabbed a finger at the papers. “Look at this. Lichten owns CommTech, right?”

      Hoover’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the page. “PT wave calibration?” he asked.

      “They used it for the peace treaty broadcast.”

      Mickey looked to Rosie. “You said it depended on the right calibration.”

      Rosie nodded slowly.

      “Yeah. And PT wave calibration’s the best method by far—but wildly difficult. You’d need access to a super magnetron. Not to mention a nationwide relay array that…”

      She froze. Color drained from her face. “Holy fucking shit,” she said, meeting Mickey’s stare. “You do pay attention to what I tell you.”

      Tolson made a frustrated noise. “What in all the hells are you two going on about?” he demanded.

      Beside him, Hoover’s gaze snapped up from the page. He exhaled and rubbed his face. “CommTech owns the nationwide SPEC array,” he said. “This isn’t just targeting the president. Or the city. This is an attack on the country.”

      Rosie looked up. “But wait. That still wouldn’t work. Bliss has a short magical half-life. Unless they’re using stable Class-One crystals, the calibration would decay in days. There’s no way…”

      Whiskey’s eyes widened. He turned to Mickey.

      She was already staring back.

      “The freeze,” he said.

      Hoover frowned. “What?”

      “Schultz ordered a national Bliss freeze,” Whiskey explained. “But it lifted a few days ago.”

      Hoover glanced at Tolson, who nodded. “We’ve been flooded with reports. Bliss sales have skyrocketed nationwide over the last forty-eight hours.”

      “They weren’t just stockpiling here,” Mickey said, eyes wide. “They were doing it everywhere. Every dose distributed across the country was pre-calibrated?”

      Rosie nodded, equally wide-eyed. “Think of the fog machines like primers,” she said. “They dose people with calibrated Bliss. Once the curse is triggered, it sets off a chain reaction that starts in the city, builds momentum, and hits the first SPEC tower—then spreads through CommTech’s relay array.”

      Her hands fell helplessly to her sides.

      “Anyone who’s used Bliss in the last week turns.”

      Hoover exhaled. “It would seem they’ve thought of everything.”

      “No,” Tolson breathed, turning to Hoover. “That’s too big. The Blessing of Pogrom is nothing. But they’ve turned it into…”

      “Millions of people…” Rosie confirmed.

      Mickey shook her head. “Gives new meaning to Crime Wave,” she muttered, glancing at the ceiling. “Gods. Couldn’t you just say the towers are going to be used to spread a super curse?”

      Hoover turned to Tolson and Crane. “Evacuate the president. Now!”

      Tolson hesitated. “That may be difficult. He’s insistent on staying for the signing.”

      Hoover’s expression darkened. “Gods-damned arrogant son of a bitch,” he snapped. “I’ll handle him. In the meantime, dismantle every fog machine in the city. I want the SFPD, sheriffs, National Guard—every resource we’ve got—on this immediately.”

      Tolson and Crane nodded and exited.

      Whiskey exhaled. “Best way to stop a weapon is to take away the trigger. If we find the ritual site and stop the casting, the fog won’t matter.”

      “I’ll send agents to both locations,” Hoover said. “If you’re confident about the Fine Arts, head there. Slow it down. Stop it if you can.”

      He turned to Felix. “Mr. Baptiste, a moment with these two?”

      Felix stood, slipping on his jacket.

      “Before I go,” he said, reaching into his pocket, “Jazz wanted me to give you this.”

      He handed Whiskey a black-beaded bracelet. A new gris-gris.

      “Birthday present from the Baptistes.”

      Whiskey stared at the gift, a strange, not entirely unpleasant feeling filling his chest.

      He could have, however, done without the tightening in his throat.

      He opened his mouth, but Felix stopped him with a raised hand and a gentle smile. “Yes, cuz,” he said. “You are worth it.”

      He placed a massive hand on Whiskey’s shoulder. “I’m goin’ to meet George. We’ll need his Saints. If that idiot won’t listen to the Baron…” His jaw tightened. “Then I’ll take his men myself.”

      Whiskey nodded. “Thank you, Felix.”

      “We’ll be right behind you,” Felix said with a wink. “Try not to blow anything up before we get there.”

      Mickey grinned and gave him a hug before he left. Once the door shut, Hoover turned to the two former agents. His voice dropped as he spoke.

      Whiskey’s shoulders tensed. A glance at Mickey confirmed that she felt the same. When Hoover finished, he asked, “Will you do it?”

      Whiskey turned to Mickey. Their eyes met, and grins spread simultaneously across their faces. They looked at the man that neither of them trusted and said in unison, “Yes.”

      Hoover’s eyes gleamed. “Good.” He deactivated the jammer. “Then, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got calls to make.”

      He left them alone.

      To Whiskey’s surprise, Mickey looked uneasy.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked. “I assumed you’d be thrilled to partake in a little hydra-slaying?”

      She shook her head. “No, it’s not that. It’s just…I’d feel a lot better if I had⁠—”

      The door burst open, and Felix’s triplets barreled into the room in a wave of overlapping chatter.

      “Heya, Whiskey!” Uno grinned, bouncing on his toes.

      “Cavalry’s arrived!” Duo flashed a thumbs-up.

      “You guys need a ride?” Tre dangled a set of keys.

      Mickey squealed and darted toward them, snatching the keys. “You found it!”

      The boys’ collective smile could’ve lit up the whole city.

      “Sorry for the delay,” Uno said. “Traffic’s nuts with Carnaval.”

      He trailed off as Mickey bolted into the garage, skipping like a kid on Christmas. She ran a hand lovingly over the trunk of the Super Deluxe. It popped open without a key, and Whiskey’s breath caught.

      The trunk had been equipped a spatial enhancement, offering far more room than should have been possible. Every inch was lined with secured, gleaming, meticulously organized magical weaponry.

      Mickey rubbed her hands together and reached in, pulling out a large leather case.

      “Hello, Kara,” she said. “Ready to meet some new friends?”

      Whiskey raised an eyebrow as something inside the case pulsed with a light bright enough to leak through the zipper. Mickey turned, eyes gleaming, grin absolutely terrifying.

      “You comin’ or what?”

      Whiskey’s heartbeat quickened.

      The time for talk was over.

      Good.

      He felt a grin of his own form upon his lips, answering hers and then some.

      He bowed, sweeping his hand toward the exit.

      “Lead the way,” he said. “Partner.”
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          GRETA LOVES HALLOWEEN

        

      

    

    
      October 31, 1951

      Greta Rose Petunia Abigail Joshua Norton the Second and a Half loved Halloween.

      It was the one day of the year someone like her could walk among the regular people without stares or whispers. Today, she was just another costume. Just another face in the crowd.

      She smiled as she navigated through the throng. Families bustled along the sidewalks, children darted between stalls, their laughter weaving into the music drifting from every direction. Vendors shouted cheerfully. Booths overflowed with roasted nuts, spiced cider, and every kind of sugary or savory treat imaginable. Games, fireworks, and rides turned the city into one big shiny party.

      The entire country had watched—or so everyone had been saying—the peace treaty signing go off without a hitch, and the growing buzz around the Carnaval de Otoño had made San Francisco the envy of every major city. Now, with the grand Halloween parade—its long-awaited finale—less than thirty minutes away, the streets pulsed with that rare kind of joy born from shared pride.

      No one even seemed to mind—not that Greta did either—that all the trolleys, buses, and even the fancy new streetcars from that Cloud Nine thing had been shut down across most of the city, thanks to the sheer volume of trick-or-treaters and carnival-goers clogging the streets.

      Greta’s grin grew as something warm and delicious hit her nose. She veered off course without hesitation.

      “Trick or treat!” she chirped, her voice bright and girlish, holding out her pillowcase to the woman behind the stall. Warm, sugary air drifted from the ovens in back, and Greta beamed.

      “What a cute costume!” the woman said, handing over a cupcake topped with bright orange frosting.

      She’d set out a table filled with treats and decorations, and Greta marveled at the display.

      “Oh,” she said, poking a particularly silly little bat whose eyes gleamed as it laughed when she tapped it with her finger. “Hello there.”

      She met the little bat’s eyes—the way they twinkled, the way it giggled like it was happy to see her.

      It looked like it wanted to be with her.

      To join the rest of her treasures—her little bits.

      “And what are you supposed to be?” the woman asked, bringing Greta’s attention back to the table.

      Greta smiled at the nice lady—she wasn’t especially pretty, but she smelled like sugar and soap—and leaned forward to take a big sniff of all the treats.

      They smelled even better up close.

      “Hungry,” she replied, chipper as ever.

      And with a little concentration, she used her Quiet.

      A familiar pinch, followed by a tingly little shiver, ran down her back. As she pushed, the tingle moved through her arm and into her fingers, and her hand became just a little less noticeable.

      Not invisible…

      Just…

      Quiet.

      Forgotten.

      It always worked best when she didn’t push it too long, so with her tingly hand—the one her magic Quieted—she quickly grabbed the laughing bat and stuffed it into her bag.

      She wasn’t worried about the woman noticing—almost no one did when she used her Quiet.

      So when the woman laughed—people always did at that joke—Greta just grinned and accepted the cupcake with her other hand.

      She just loved, loved, loved Halloween.

      Wandering on, she savored the cupcake and the festive buzz in the air. Police officers and volunteers moved through the crowd, guiding people off the streets to clear the parade route. Somewhere in the distance, a brass band played a jaunty tune, threading through the din of parents wrangling sugar-crazed kids.

      The crowd thickened near the parade route, but Greta’s compact frame made slipping through easy. Wanting a good view, she wriggled through the knot of people and found a spot at the curb beside a couple with the harried expressions of parents navigating chaos. Each held one of their daughters by the hand—two girls in matching princess dresses, their glittering plastic tiaras catching the last of the day’s light.

      Emboldened, Greta bent —she didn’t have to go far—to their level. “Hi! Excited for the parade?”

      The girls stared, overwhelmed in that wide-eyed, silent way only children were allowed to be. Their mother nudged the older one, murmuring encouragement, but neither answered.

      Greta smiled. She understood. Most days, she didn’t feel like talking either. She caught that familiar, nonplussed look from the parents—the one people gave when they realized she wasn’t a child, but a halfling.

      But she didn’t mind.

      Today was Halloween.

      Raising one grubby finger, she said, “It’s going to be so much fun!” and shot a wink at the girls. “I heard they’re throwing candy!”

      Candy was the magic word. At the sound of it, both girls lit up, eyes sparkling like twin stars.

      Greta smiled and turned away, ignoring the parents’ murmurs as she straightened to her full height, which still only put her an inch or two taller than the older girl, and scanned the crowd for a familiar figure.

      For now, there was no sign of the man in the coat—her friend Tuxedo Joe. She knew he only ever really showed up when she was enjoying a little Pie, but she was sure he’d come tonight. Joe also loved Halloween.

      He’d told her.

      Well. Sort of.

      Joe never spoke. But when she’d asked if he liked Halloween, he’d nodded.

      Greta smiled at the memory. Most people who claimed to be her friend eventually lied, or left, or forgot about her.

      But not Joe.

      Joe never lied. He never said much at all, and she liked that. His nods, his glances told her that she mattered.

      Thanks to Joe, she’d met Mickey—Mickey with her golden, melancholy eyes, the one who’d promised to come back when her job was done.

      The thought of having two real friends was almost too much for Greta’s heart to handle, filling her with so much joy she thought she might burst.

      “It’ll be great, I promise!” she beamed, glancing back at the family.

      Somewhere a deep boom echoed, followed by cheers.

      The parade had begun.

      A policeman jogged past, whistling sharply.

      “Oh! Here comes the fog!” someone nearby said. “It’s supposed to make everything spooooooky!”

      Greta bounced on her toes, trying to see, but it was hard when you were under four feet tall.

      Normally, she’d shrink back. Wait. Hope for her chance.

      But today was Halloween.

      Today she could do anything.

      With all the confidence of a normal person, she slipped past the rope meant to hold the crowd and stepped into the street.

      And saw it.

      Thick gray mist swept in from the far end of the block.

      Not drifting—rolling.

      Heavy. Purposeful.

      Like it knew where it was going.

      People laughed. Cracked jokes.

      Greta ignored them.

      She was an expert on things that weren’t quite right—she was one, after all—and something about this fog pulled at her attention.

      She cocked her head as another boom was followed by fresh cheers. She looked around. Couples embraced. Parents hoisted their kids. Partygoers whooped and shouted.

      She turned her head back down the street.

      All she saw was the fog.

      It thickened, coiling in slow tendrils that shimmered faintly beneath the streetlights.

      Then came the scent.

      Nutmeg and cinnamon.

      Pastries?

      No—it was too strong. Heady. Almost dizzying.

      Gooseflesh prickled across her arms. Colors blurred. Swirled.

      And people glowed.

      Her heart skipped.

      That was weird. People only glowed when she smoked Pie. That was the rule.

      But now everyone shimmered. The second the thought crossed her mind, auras bloomed around them—radiant halos flickering like rainbow stars.

      Beside her, the little girls glowed pink and green, their innocence blazing like neon.

      It was beautiful.

      But a sinking feeling crept into Greta’s stomach.

      This isn’t pastries…

      Without thinking, she checked her Blinks. She could feel the specialty right where it always was—ready and waiting.

      Good.

      Since the incident with Mickey, she’d been more careful about saving them.

      Movement caught her eye. She turned, and saw him.

      Tuxedo Joe stood on the other side of the street.

      His coal-black skin shimmered. Red sunglasses glowed. His pinstriped tux clung to long limbs. His cotton-stuffed nose twitched.

      And his usual playful look was gone.

      Greta’s chest tightened. Joe looked afraid.

      She spun back toward the fog. The scent was thicker now, almost choking. People started coughing. The crowd’s noise shifted as laughter gave way to something darker.

      Another boom cracked the air, followed by a staccato of smaller, sharper pops. It might have been fireworks.

      But Greta knew better.

      Those were gunshots.

      She turned to Joe.

      He locked eyes with her, and did something he’d never done before.

      He tried to speak.

      She couldn’t hear over the din, but she saw his lips move.

      And knew what he said.

      Run.

      Without thinking, she grabbed the mother and father by the wrists. Both had already scooped up their daughters.

      “We have to run!” she shouted.

      Then someone screamed.
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          MICKEY GETS A LITTLE MISTY

        

      

    

    
      October 31, 1951

      Even with the Super Deluxe’s siren blaring, navigating the streets was a nightmare. Cars sat gridlocked. Men, women, and children—human and mythic, sober and drunk as skunks, and everything in between—clogged the Carnaval parade route, gathering for the main event. Eventually, Mickey gave up playing by the rules, forcing the enchanted vehicle onto sidewalks, dodging barricades and swerving through any gap she could find. Finally, Mononobe—big sissy that he was—insisted they ditch the car and hike the last two ridiculously hilly miles on foot.

      By the time they reached the Marina District, Mickey was convinced whoever had decided to build the stupid city on so many godforsaken hills was either a deranged lunatic or part billy goat.

      Sweat soaked her back and her lungs felt ready to give out, but Mickey gritted her teeth and forced herself to keep pace with the infuriatingly fleet-footed Mononobe. When he stopped just past the intersection of Jefferson and Baker and slipped into an alley, she followed without hesitation, silently thanking whatever gods were listening as she pressed her back to the wall.

      “By the Nine,” she panted, adjusting the thrice-cursed leather strap of Kara’s case where it dug into her still-raw clavicle. Even in her breathable, form-fitting, rune-threaded Fleischburg all-black BDUs, no amount of tailoring made Kara—or her overstuffed pack—any lighter.

      Her head pounded. The back of her throat felt like someone had scrubbed it raw with freezing sand.

      Damn, she wanted a cigarette.

      “How does anyone get around this damn town without a motor?” She yanked a canteen from her pack and took a long swig. “You could at least pretend this is hard for you.”

      Beside her, not a wrinkle on his suit and not a single hair out of place, Mononobe turned, eyes glittering.

      “I’m not the one dragging around what looks to be an anti-aircraft weapon,” he said, voice low. He didn’t even sound winded.

      The jerk.

      Mickey made a scandalized face. “Kara would never forgive me if she missed this party.”

      He rolled his eyes and crept to the far edge of the alley to peek around the corner.

      “They have police working for them,” he whispered when he returned.

      She nodded and mimicked his movements, leaning out just enough to see. A patrol car sat in the middle of the street. To anyone else, it looked like standard crowd control—nothing out of place.

      Except the nearest Carnaval site was eight blocks away. This stretch of the city was practically deserted. And the decal on the door caught her eye.

      “San Mateo County Sheriff?” she asked when she rejoined him. “Dog-Boy?”

      Mononobe shook his head. “Don’t know, but using police complicates things.”

      Mickey scanned the neighborhood. Like many in the city, it was a hodgepodge of houses and large apartments packed shoulder to shoulder, rising up instead of sprawling out.

      A light gust blew through the alley, and she caught movement at the entrance. She stiffened as a familiar tawny shape padded into view, its yellow-green eyes locking with hers.

      “Mononobe,” she hissed, nodding toward the large coyote.

      He turned, surprise flickering across his face before his gaze sharpened. “What do you suppose he wants?”

      Mickey shrugged, cocking her head at the canine. “What is it, Lassie?” she whispered. “Did the necromancers fall in a well?”

      The coyote gave her a flat, uncannily human look, then turned and trotted back across the empty street toward a cluster of buildings. Once across, it paused and looked back.

      Mickey raised an eyebrow. “What do you think?”

      “That I’ve never related to anyone more,” Mononobe said, grinning as he caught her glare. He nodded toward Coyote. “After you.”

      They followed it into a private courtyard and watched as the creature leaped a six-foot wall like it was nothing.

      Hoisting themselves over, they landed in a narrow alley with a retracted fire escape hanging ten feet above.

      Coyote looked up—then vanished.

      Not into shadow. Not dissolved. Just vanished. One moment it was there, the next it was gone.

      Mononobe grunted. “The Divine are…unsettling.”

      “Tell me about it,” she agreed. “Give me a boost?”

      They climbed the fire escape. At the top, Mickey crept to the edge of a crumbling crenellation and got her first proper look at the Palace of Fine Arts.

      Built in 1915 to mimic a decaying Greco-Roman ruin, it was living up to the idea. Below stretched the massive, weatherworn rotunda. From her vantage point, she caught movement, but with the grand arches draped in shadow, and the last rays of sun setting the bay and Golden Gate Bridge ablaze while the palace itself sank into dusk, the shapes shifted in the gloom without detail.

      “The lagoon forms a natural barrier along Baker Street,” Mononobe murmured. “That explains the patrol cars on each corner. More will block the entrances, with even more in the buildings behind.”

      “Mmhmm,” Mickey said, slipping farther out of view as she unslung the case from her shoulder.

      “We need to buy time for the FBI to bring help. And given how hard it was for just us to get through that crowd, a larger group is really going to have their hands full getting here.” He grimaced. “We could be alone for quite a while. So we disrupt and stall. Draw this out as long as we can.”

      “Way ahead of you,” she said, unzipping the case and getting her first look at Kara in over a month.

      She traced her fingers along the char-blackened runes carved into the stock of the enhanced Karabiner 98k. Her anima swelled the moment her skin made contact, and Kara responded immediately—anticipation humming through wood and metal like it was her own, each glyph pulsing beneath her touch.

      “Hello, babe,” she whispered, attaching the Fleischburg-enhanced telescopic sight and suppressor with practiced ease.

      The rifle was German made. Bread and butter of the Nazi sniper corps. She’d taken it during the war, after the disaster at Auschwitz. After…

      Mickey’s mind went hazy for a moment. She shook her head, forcing the memories back down before they could fracture her focus.

      Not the time.

      A predatory smile touched her lips.

      I’ve got a job to do.

      “Ready to go to work?” she whispered.

      The runes flickered once.

      “That’s my girl,” she muttered, slinging a bandolier of five-round Mauser stripper clips over her shoulder.

      “From this distance,” she said, checking the wind, “I should be able to hit anything on the rotunda. So how about you sit back and cover me while⁠—?”

      A thunderous explosion cut her off. She and Mononobe turned as fireworks erupted in orange, yellow, and purple from the ships gathered at the piers.

      And with them came the fog.

      From her vantage point, she saw it emerge—erupting from various points across the city, spreading outward like an invisible giant was laying down a blanket made of cotton balls.

      She turned back to the bay, where it surged toward the city like a tidal wave. It moved too fast, too deliberate—crossing the bay in seconds, swallowing the piers, then barreling inland, merging with the scattered pockets of fog and filling in the cracks.

      Mickey froze, holding her breath as it swept across the rooftops and engulfed them in swirling brume.

      The fog felt cold and damp but otherwise normal. A warm tingle flared at her wrist. She glanced down at the black-beaded bracelet Felix had given her.

      Just like in the Pit, she brushed her senses against the gris-gris. Her anima melded easily with the Baptistes’ voodoo charm.

      “Damn, the Baptistes do good work,” she said, exhaling. “They should get together with Rosie after all this is done.”

      They watched as the fog thickened, rising from multiple points across the city. But it stopped short of the curb on their side of Baker Street, skirting the exterior grounds of the Palace of Fine Arts as if repelled.

      From the rotunda came a roar. At first it sounded like just another part of the crowd celebrating. Then the rhythm sharpened, and the voices coalesced into a low, unified chant drifting over the lagoon.

      A flash of necrotic green light followed—bright enough that even through the fog Mickey had to blink. When she opened her eyes, a massive fire had sprung to life.

      Behind them, from the city, people began to scream.

      They were distant at first. Isolated. Then they multiplied fast, building into a rising tide of panic that swept through the streets.

      Mickey felt Mononobe tense beside her, his body taut with nervous energy.

      The Blessing of Pogrom had begun.

      “So much for sitting back,” she said.

      He nodded. “They’re too far along. We need to be more direct.” He drew a breath. “I’m most effective up close.” One of his micro-smiles touched his lips. “And I assume, by the way you’re lovingly caressing that thing, you can do more than talk about how good you are with it?”

      Mickey felt herself return the smile. “Only one way to find out.”

      Mononobe’s eyes gleamed. “Good enough for me.” He adjusted his jacket. “Give me ten minutes to get into position. Then start killing things.”

      Mickey nodded. “With pleasure.”

      His body tensed as he drew a breath and closed his eyes. When they opened, the formerly periwinkle irises blazed violet.

      The small smile had grown, stretching into a positively wolfish grin. “Happy hunting.”

      Then he vanished into the fog.
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          WHISKEY WALKS RIGHT IN

        

      

    

    
      October 31, 1951

      Whiskey kept low, hugging the apartment wall as he crept toward the edge of the fog. The air—tinged with moldy leaves and briny water—felt cool and damp against his skin. He could hear the distant chanting rolling from the rotunda, muffled beneath his own steady breathing and the soft crunch of grass underfoot. The haze pressed in like weight, clawing at his nerves, stirring a tight wave of claustrophobia that kept his pulse a notch too high.

      He paused at the corner and leaned out, but the mist was so dense that visibility ended just inches from the edge—one step from clarity into a wall of white.

      Then he triggered Vigilance.

      And the fog transformed from an obstacle into an advantage.

      His awareness snapped into razor focus. Every sense sharpened to a predator’s edge. He felt the subtle drift of air across his skin, smelled the faint tang of gasoline and hot rubber from a nearby cruiser, heard the scrape of boots on pavement followed by a low, uncertain throat clear.

      The cruiser he’d spotted earlier was close.

      Moving in perfect silence, he circled along the far edge of the fog wall.

      Even tuned as he was, he felt the wind shift and froze. He crouched, waiting for the gust to settle, and caught the stench of rot—musty and clinging—drifting from the direction of the sheriff’s vehicle.

      He focused again. This time he heard a soft wheeze, like air rasping through a broken accordion.

      His muscles tightened as recognition clicked into place. The sound of breath pulled through long-dead lungs.

      Whoever was near the car wasn’t alone.

      They’d brought zombies.

      As quietly as a strand of mist, he slid to the fog line and crouched low, easing forward just enough to peer through.

      Beyond the veil lay the murky lagoon and the rotunda of the Palace of Fine Arts. His low vantage didn’t give him a full view, but the angry glow of the bonfire was unmistakable. Red-orange light flickered across the water, filtered through the overgrown trees and shrubs lining the path to the pillars.

      Baker Street ran north to south between the grounds and the residential blocks a quarter mile off. Floodlights from the cruiser blasted into the fog, turning it into a luminous wall.

      And there—leaning against the vehicle, eyes scanning the mist, visibly uneasy—stood Sergeant Calhoun.

      Behind him, flanking him like attack dogs—if attack dogs were corpses twisted into a grotesque mix of ape and bird—stood two zombies.

      Having spent his service in the Pacific Theater, Whiskey didn’t have much hands-on experience with the undead, but he’d read enough reports from the European front to recognize the type: shamblers.

      Shamblers were to ordinary zombies what mounted cavalry in full plate were to their squires. Despite the misleading name, they were tough, fast, and, when roused into a frenzy, mindlessly destructive. Because of the varied nature of their “ingredients,” they came in many shapes and sizes. These modified zombies appeared broadly humanoid but had rotted well past race recognition. Hunched, with jagged metal claws grafted to their limbs in place of hands and feet, and tubelike metal cones welded to their faces, they looked more like tailless birds. As he watched, the “beaks” periodically lifted, and he realized they were tasting the air—like reptiles.

      “So they’re not just attack dogs,” Passenger murmured. “But alarms.”

      Passenger had been mostly quiet since the Pit. The silence had left him feeling…

      He wasn’t sure.

      But a small smile tugged at his lips. And while he’d never admit it, having the voice resume its usual commentary was comforting.

      He scanned the street. Beyond the cruiser’s lights, the fog cloaked everything in murky gloom, broken only by the faint glow of streetlamps. A thick canopy of trees along the lagoon deepened the shadows.

      With a steadying breath, he triggered Ambition and darted across the street. His steps were featherlight on the asphalt, and he melted into the dark near the water’s edge without a sound.

      The shamblers’ beaks lifted, tasting…but his scent never reached them. Neither Calhoun nor the shamblers so much as glanced his way.

      Satisfied he hadn’t been spotted, Whiskey crept closer, using trees and brush for cover.

      When he was thirty feet out, he surged forward. Calhoun turned, giving Whiskey a clear shot. His strike hit the man’s throat with surgical precision, and the sergeant staggered, clutching his throat as he dropped to his knees.

      Without slowing, Whiskey triggered Wrath and snapped his whip forward. The blazing brand coiled around the shambler on the right. He yanked, and it collapsed like a pile of weighted sheets.

      The second shambler turned, but Whiskey was already there. He seized its beak, crushed it in both hands, and tore downward with all his strength. The corpse’s lungs expanded like bellows, but before it could react, Whiskey shortened the whip to forearm length and swept it in a clean arc across the creature’s neck.

      The only sounds were the hiss of air escaping in a puff of dust and the soft thuds of head and body hitting the ground.

      Whiskey checked them both—ensuring they’d stay down—then turned to Calhoun.

      The sergeant gasped for breath as he forced himself upright, eyes watering. Whiskey kicked him flat, pinned his throat with one arm, and drew the man’s sidearm with the other—a standard-issue enhanced .38 Special. He pressed the barrel to Calhoun’s temple and forced his voice into a whisper as he caught his breath.

      “Hold still and you live. Understand?”

      Calhoun froze, though his mud-colored eyes kept blinking rapidly.

      “Good. Now tell me about the defenses around the rotunda. I want specifics.”

      Calhoun’s face wrinkled. “W-What?” he stammered, eyes darting. “D-Defenses?” They widened as they landed on one of the destroyed shamblers. “What the fuck is that?”

      Whiskey tilted his head. “You don’t know?”

      “Why the fuck would I?” Calhoun hissed, voice shaking. “Listen, asshole, I’m a cop. You do anything to me, and you’ll…”

      Whiskey silenced him with a firmer press of the barrel.

      “You were at the station,” he said. “The day after the saloon incident. You helped Grady process McFinn.”

      At Mickey’s name, Calhoun frowned.

      “McFinn? That bounty hunter bitch with the big mouth?” His lip curled. “I wouldn’t piss on her if she was on fire. Is she behind this?”

      Whiskey narrowed his eyes. “Why are you here?”

      “I…” Calhoun hesitated, confusion and terror battling for control across his face. “I don’t know. I don’t even know where ‘here’ is.”

      “Who are you working with?”

      The cop hesitated a second too long. “What do you mean?”

      Whiskey thumbed off the safety of his revolver.

      “Schultz!” Calhoun blurted. “Some kraut named Schultz!”

      Whiskey scowled. “And the terms of your agreement?”

      “Small potatoes! I gave him information and made paperwork disappear. I was supposed to meet him today, but I don’t know why I’m here now!”

      Whiskey’s brow furrowed. “Today?”

      Calhoun hesitated. “What? Yeah, I⁠—”

      “What day is it?”

      “Tuesday?”

      “No. The date.”

      “Fuck, man, I don’t know,” Calhoun hissed. “October twenty-third! Now, please. Let me go!”

      Whiskey studied the man.

      “A full week off.”

      “Schultz, or one of his cronies, altered his memory,” Passenger reasoned. “Or at least tampered with it.”

      “They’re not just mind-controlling vampires,” Whiskey thought. “They’re doing it to others. This…”

      “Is the Way,” Passenger cut in. “Yes, yes.” It heaved a sigh. “What isn’t?”

      Whiskey smiled and grabbed Calhoun by the throat. “Very well,” he said, applying just enough pressure to cut off the blood flow.

      Calhoun squirmed, but Whiskey held firm. A moment later his eyes rolled back, and he went limp. Whiskey dragged the unconscious man to the cruiser, cuffed him to the steering wheel, and turned toward the Palace of Fine Arts.

      The path ahead looked clear.

      The massive structure loomed in the dark, its dome rising over 160 feet into the night. Crumbling plaster and flaking paint lent it the weary grandeur of a forgotten tomb. Whiskey slipped through the overgrown vegetation, moving like a shadow beneath flickering lights.

      Twice, he let shambler patrols pass—hulking, wheezing shapes barely visible through the gloom—but avoided detection.

      As he neared the rotunda, a low hum of chanting drifted through the air. Unified. Deliberate. Echoing across the grounds like the pulse of something ancient. Shadows deepened as he crept closer. Even with the smoke dulling his senses, he caught the faint, unmistakable tang of metal.

      “Blood,” Passenger noted. “Up ahead.”

      Whiskey stepped forward and spotted a body slumped near a tree, rifle still slung over one shoulder.

      And a clean hole between the eyes.

      “Look at that,” he thought, glancing toward the fog wall many hundred yards away. “Mickey is an excellent shot.”

      “She was bound to be good for something eventually,” Passenger muttered. “This one was well hidden. With the smoke and that damned chanting, we might’ve missed him if he were alive. Be careful.”

      Whiskey nodded and moved on.

      Two more bodies lay ahead. He was crouching to examine the second when⁠—

      “Back up,” Passenger warned.

      He obeyed instantly, dragging the corpse behind a column just as two hulking figures emerged from the dark, moving with unsettling silence over the gravel path.

      Flesh golems.

      Whiskey held his breath until they passed.

      “Clear. But you need to take it extremely slow from here.”

      He carefully let out his breath and glanced toward the fog. This close to the rotunda, the low rumble of the bonfire and the rhythmic chanting dominated most other sounds, but extending his senses, he could still hear the faintest trace of screaming.

      His city was unraveling.

      “I need to move faster.”

      “Of course you do,” Passenger sighed. “Well then, tallyho. Into the breach. And all that other nonsense.”

      Whiskey’s grin vanished the moment he reached the next column.

      The bonfire roared at the center of the plaza, casting bloodred light across the ruins. Robed figures circled it, feeding the flames, while others moved in slow, deliberate arcs, forming points in a vast, mind-twisting sigil painted on the ground.

      In what could only be blood.

      At the center stood a stone altar atop a raised platform. And above it, one figure towered over the rest.

      The architect of the curse.

      The Lich Lord.

      Masculine. Broad-shouldered. Hugh Lichten—CEO of Para Siempre and master of LME—looked exactly as he had in the photo from Hoover’s file: a handsome man in his mid-fifties, tanned skin, and a scar running from brow to jaw, half hidden beneath a black eyepatch.

      He raised his arms and shouted words of power. With each syllable, the fire shifted hue, bending to his will.

      Whiskey’s hands clenched into fists as his eyes swept the dais, searching for a phylactery, but saw nothing from his current angle.

      He’d have to get closer.

      Creeping along the column’s edge, he paused as Lichten gestured toward the base of the platform. A second robed figure stepped forward, leading someone up the steps.

      Whiskey’s heart jumped into overdrive.

      The young woman climbed like a puppet, glassy-eyed and vacant. Her short dark hair was tousled, her tan complexion ghostly in the red light.

      Maggie Pomponio.

      The lackey stopped her before Lichten, who looked down at her with the warmth of a father. He reached out and gently touched her cheek.

      She didn’t blink. Didn’t even flinch.

      He murmured something in her ear, then raised his hands and resumed chanting.

      Whiskey looked to the fog. He hadn’t spotted the phylactery and had no idea if Mickey was in position. But if he was going to follow the Way, it didn’t matter. He needed to move now if he wanted any hope of reaching the stage before the ritual peaked.

      Mind made, he stepped forward, drawing his revolver in one smooth motion.

      Or he tried to.

      His body didn’t move.

      He blinked and tried again.

      But his limbs refused to respond.

      “Passenger?”

      But where Passenger’s presence should have burned bright, there was only silence.

      A bead of sweat slid down his temple.

      “Passenger!” he tried again, harder this time, shoving his will through the bond. The connection was still there, but weak. Strangled. As if something were holding it back, choking the life out of it.

      But that wasn’t the worst part.

      Through their link, he felt it fighting desperately to break free. But beneath the struggle, something else seeped through.

      Passenger’s fear.

      Whiskey’s blood turned to ice.

      Passenger was panicking.

      He didn’t hesitate. He seized the bond, gripped it with everything he had, and drew deep. He summoned every ounce of anima he could muster, flaring his Gifts until his muscles burned and his mind screamed.

      But nothing happened.

      He remained stuck in place.

      Behind him, a smooth German accent sliced through the silence.

      “Ah. Mr. Mononobe,” drawled Alexander Schultz. “It’s about time.”

      Whiskey’s stomach dropped as he realized he wasn’t stuck.

      He was trapped.
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          MICKEY TAKES HER SHOT

        

      

    

    
      October 31, 1951

      The sniper crawled forward. Hidden behind the crumbling remains of the “Weeping Maidens” on the southernmost colonnade, he moved slow and quiet, careful not to disturb the plaster meant to look like stone. Slithering ahead, he eased his rifle into position. He’d spotted movement near the northern edge of the lagoon—someone slipping between the shambler patrols—and needed a better angle.

      He would serve his purpose.

      For that was all he had.

      He poured his purpose into his rifle’s scope, unlocking the enhancement that let him scan the shadows.

      The enemy—a man in a sharp suit and fedora—was slippery, dangerous, a threat to his purpose. Even with his purpose powering the scope, the sniper had barely spotted him before he vanished into the darkness, far too late to take the shot from his previous position.

      So he’d moved. And once he spotted the enemy again, there would be no mistake. The sniper would serve his purpose.

      He would protect the Masters.

      There.

      The sniper found the enemy, skulking at the edge of the rotunda.

      Much too close. Too dangerous.

      He took a steadying breath, aligning his shot—the shot that would make everything right. For what could be more right than serving one’s purpose?

      Exhaling slowly, the sniper’s finger eased onto the trigger.

      This is it, thought the sniper.

      Right before Mickey shot him in the head.

      

      Kara’s enchanted suppressor gave off no more noise than a cricket’s chirp. A headshot wasn’t ideal, but sometimes you took the shot you had. Her round punched through helmet, skull, and part of the rifle. Protective enchantments be damned.

      Satisfied the kill would stick, even with whatever necromantic fuckery the LME was using, she ejected the spent magazine, slid in a fresh one, and grinned at the large coyote lying beside her.

      “All right, Yotey,” she whispered, slinging Kara over her shoulder.

      She didn’t question how the big canine had gotten onto the roof. Being an all-powerful animal spirit obviously came with certain perks.

      “Let’s move.”

      No matter how thick the fog or perfect the perch, one rule always held.

      A stationary sniper got spotted.

      And a spotted sniper got dead.

      She left the art deco chimney atop the Bay Street flat, moving like poured mercury—low and fast across the rooftop. The buildings were close enough that, with a running start, she could leap from one to the next. She settled atop a sprawling house at the corner of Beach and Baker.

      Coyote, of course, kept pace easily, landing beside her as softly as a falling feather.

      “Show-off,” Mickey grumbled, unslinging Kara and dropping prone.

      His tongue lolled in a doggy grin as he settled beside her.

      The rooftop had been converted into a bar, its perimeter lined with low stone walls carved into the shape of giant clamshells. She adjusted the rifle so her shots would pass clean through one of the gaps, wiped sweat from her brow, and leaned into the scope.

      “Okay,” she muttered. “Let’s check in on our boy.”

      Fog rolled in thick, writhing waves, but as she pushed anima into Kara’s scope, it peeled back like a curtain, revealing a view as crisp and adjustable as her night-specs ever gave.

      She scanned the area.

      Since his chat with Dog-Boy, and gods did she wish she’d been part of that little conversation, Mononobe had reached the walkway leading to the rotunda.

      She tensed as two of Mengele’s flesh golems lumbered past his hiding spot, dangerously close, but the brutes seemed oblivious, stalking deeper into the exhibit hall.

      Releasing her breath, she shifted her focus farther ahead and caught movement. Two columns in front of Mononobe, a guard lingered in the shadows, almost certainly outside his line of sight.

      At just under 250 meters with no wind, it was an easy shot.

      The guard dropped like a puppet with its strings cut.

      She exhaled, racked the bolt, chambered another round, and found Mononobe again.

      He’d made it to the colonnade and was wisely darting from column to column in controlled bursts of superhuman speed. When he spotted the body, he glanced in her general direction.

      “Yeah,” she whispered. “I’m here. Now move it or lose it.”

      He did.

      And she followed farther along his path toward the rotunda itself.

      The towering columns obscured most of the interior, but she had a clear view of the bonfire, the stage, and the man standing atop it.

      “Well hello, Mr. Lichten,” she murmured.

      With tanned skin, a chiseled jaw, and broad shoulders, every feature radiated an unnatural allure.

      The man was literally too handsome to be real.

      She focused her True Sight. His guise flickered, revealing something vague and inhuman before it snapped back into place.

      She blinked.

      She’d seen that flicker before—on Schultz. But that had been with suppression cuffs. This guy was masking himself, even with her Sight at nearly full strength.

      “What in all the hells are you?”

      Lichten raised his hands over the fire like a conductor summoning a crescendo.

      The flames obeyed, twisting, swelling, casting jagged shadows across the rotunda’s pillars.

      Then he gestured offstage.

      A robed figure stepped forward, leading a woman into view.

      Mickey’s breath caught.

      It couldn’t be.

      Dark hair.

      Plain, expressive features.

      Features she knew.

      Maggie?

      Mickey’s mouth went dry as realization slammed into her like one of her own lightning blasts.

      The motel. When she’d questioned the Pomponios, she’d noticed a tattoo on Maggie’s hand.

      At the time she’d thought it was a wolf.

      She looked to the creature beside her. Its eyes were locked on the stage. Still. Watchful. It hadn’t been a wolf. It was a coyote.

      Her stomach twisted as she remembered what Schultz had said to Butcher in Mengele’s lab. He didn’t care how well protected the seventh sacrifice was.

      She did a quick check. Pomponio and Grady were nowhere to be seen.

      What happened to them?

      Mickey shook her head.

      She needs you to focus.

      Forcing herself to look, she watched, nausea rising, as Lichten gently caressed Maggie’s cheek.

      Where the fuck is Mononobe?

      She found him just outside the massive columns.

      Standing in the open?

      She clenched her jaw so hard it hurt.

      What in all the hells is he doing?

      Her eyes narrowed. His face was tight with strain, muscles twitching, neck rigid. He was fighting something. Something unseen. She widened her view, and froze.

      Alexander Schultz stood nearby, flanked by four of Mengele’s golems, smiling as he spoke to Mononobe.

      Oh no…

      Her sights snapped back to Lichten, now leading Maggie by the arm toward the fire’s edge.

      She searched his body for it.

      Odacavar had worn his phylactery on his chest. Maybe Lichten did the same.

      He stepped closer to the fire, Maggie in tow. There wasn’t time. She pushed anima into her rifle. The weapon’s runes blazed with golden light.

      “Fuck it,” she said. And fired.

      The blast nearly cut Lichten in half. Blood sprayed as he was hurled back and out of her line of sight.

      For a stunned heartbeat, the rotunda went still.

      Then all hells broke loose.

      Shrieks erupted from the crowd. Mickey racked the bolt, swung back to Schultz, and fired. The shot caught him in the shoulder.

      “Damn it,” she muttered. She’d been aiming for his head.

      She chambered another round and fired again, this time at one of the golems. The bullet blasted through its skull, releasing a burst of yellow steam. It staggered, crashing into its companions.

      Mononobe dropped to his knees, dazed.

      “Get up,” she growled through clenched teeth.

      As if he heard, he staggered upright, fired into another golem, then dived for cover.

      He popped up again, pistol glowing violet as he powered another shot.

      But Schultz raised a hand, and Mononobe collapsed, bound by unseen forces.

      Mickey lined up another shot, but movement caught her eye. She shifted and saw Lichten rising to his feet. The necro son of a bitch had shaken off being nearly bisected, and it was already standing.

      Her eyes narrowed. He must have been spun around by her shot, but his disguise had dropped. Tan skin and sculpted jawline were gone, replaced by rubbery gray flesh that glistened in the firelight. His lower face writhed with tentacle-like protuberances.

      Lichten was an Illithid.

      She adjusted her aim. Her shot had obviously missed the bastard’s phylactery. This time, she’d take its head.

      Then the Lich Lord turned. And time seemed to slow.

      Her vision tunneled as she locked on the thick scar running down his cheek to the place where three tentacles had been severed. Her gaze landed on the terrible mess of his ruined eye—now burning with brilliant, acid-green fire.

      No…

      She recognized those wounds. They’d been made by a knife.

      Not a knife. My knife.

      Her pulse thundered in her ears, drowning out the chaos below, as memory surged to the surface—her glimpse into a being so foul it would tear the heavens apart just to quench its thirst for power.

      That’s impossible. I killed it.

      She’d watched the train fall. Watched it vanish into the river’s black mouth.

      Nothing could’ve survived that.

      Beside her, Coyote rose, a low growl reverberating in her chest.

      And everything snapped into place.

      The dreams hadn’t just been warnings about the existence of a Lich Lord.

      They’d been meant to tell her she’d already met the damned thing. That somehow, the Wahrheit from the train had claimed Odacavar’s power.

      That was how they’d recruited Mengele. The man was a fanatic, yes—but to control someone like that, you’d need someone from his past. Someone he trusted.

      The Lich Lord’s blazing eye swept the fog, its light cutting through like a lance of acid green.

      Then it stopped when it found her.

      She felt it—not just the focus, but the memory. The hatred behind it.

      He saw her.

      And he remembered.

      Lichten raised a hand and pointed straight at her.

      The acid-green fire flared bright enough to burn retinas.

      “Oh, shit,” Mickey muttered, springing up.

      The Lich Lord screamed, and a beam of green fire ripped toward her. She dived just as the blast tore through the stone railing and five feet on either side like it was tissue paper. Debris exploded in a thunderous wave. Dust stung her eyes and choked her lungs.

      Move, idiot!

      She scrambled across the rooftop, heart pounding, and dropped to a lower, more stable perch. She dropped flat and put her eye to Kara’s scope.

      Lichten had moved. He now stood center stage, gripping Maggie by the throat, scanning the area she’d just left.

      Her pulse skipped. The blaze in his eye socket had dimmed—just enough to see it wasn’t fire at all, but a gem set deep inside.

      The phylactery.

      She grinned. “Got you, you arrogant fuck.”

      This time, she channeled everything she had left to give into Kara. The runes along the stock glowed gold, and the air filled with the sharp scent of ozone.

      “Let’s see how you like this.”

      Beside her, Coyote shifted, his growl rumbling low and deep through her ribs, but Mickey shut it out. She steadied her aim, inhaled, placed a finger on the trigger.

      And squeezed.

      A hand clamped around her ankle and yanked.

      Her shot screamed uselessly into the sky, shredding the railing—nowhere near the Lich Lord.

      She cried out and twisted just in time to glimpse a steel-toed boot slamming into her ribs. The blow lifted her, sent her crashing through the splintered remains of the rooftop bar. Pain fogged her vision. She gasped, struggling to catch her breath.

      Through the haze, a familiar voice chuckled.

      “Damn, did that feel good,” said Henry Butcher, stepping out of the mist.

      He pulled a handheld radio from his vest, never taking his eyes off her. “Got McFinn,” he said. “Appears to be alone, but keep an eye out for any other interference.”

      “Copy that,” came a staticky reply.

      Mickey groaned, but forced herself upright.

      Coyote snarled and stepped between them. His fur shimmered with silver light as his frame expanded—larger than any coyote, larger than any wolf. By the time he stopped growing, he stood the size of a quarter horse, massive and radiant, a living embodiment of ancient power.

      He lowered his head, fangs the size of paring knives bared at the vampire.

      But Butcher just smiled.

      “You’ve got no teeth here, god. This is mortal business. You’re all bark…”

      He stepped forward, his own fangs gleaming.

      “…and no bite.”

      To Mickey’s shock, Coyote—still snarling—stepped back.

      She remembered what he’d said beside the fire.

      “There are some rules even I can’t break.”

      Butcher threw his head back and laughed.

      “Hot damn! Maruzu was right. Even the gods can’t do shit against us!”

      He put two fingers to his lips and let out a low whistle.

      More figures materialized from the fog.

      A shadow swooped low overhead. Mickey barely registered the vampire’s leathery wings in place of arms, daggerlike ears flicked as it landed, needle teeth bared in a hiss.

      Another abomination followed—worse than the first. Its flat head was too small for its swollen, blood-filled eyes and gaping anglerfish mouth. Pale, mottled skin stretched over a bloated frame crusted with nodules, its distended belly jutting like some hell-spawned toad twisted into a man’s shape. A hulking flesh golem lumbered in behind it, the sharp whistle of steam the only sound it made as it moved forward.

      But none of them mattered once Mickey saw the man walking beside them.

      Stepping through the mist, still wearing his San Mateo Sheriff’s uniform⁠—

      Was Lieutenant Bill Grady.
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          WHISKEY REMEMBERS SOMETHING IMPORTANT

        

      

    

    
      October 31, 1951

      Power surged through Whiskey as he poured everything he could into Ambition. His time in the Pit had left his well brimming with more anima than he’d held in years, and he felt his Gift respond eagerly. His muscles swelled, clothes tightening uncomfortably as strength beyond mortal limits flooded his body. He wanted to move. To act.

      But he couldn’t.

      Schultz’s hold was too strong.

      Sweat poured down his face as he struggled. The only part of him still free seemed to be his eyes, and even they moved with effort. A frustrated growl slipped past his clenched jaw as he tried to turn and failed.

      He hadn’t seen the source of the blast, but it wasn’t hard to guess. Necrotic green light ripped through fog and stone, shuddering the rotunda as it punched through a Baker Street rooftop like rice paper. He watched with dismay as Mickey’s golden shot flew wide.

      Deep, ominous thunder rolled overhead. When it faded, only the fire remained. Its roar filled the silence.

      No second shot followed. No repositioning crack across the roofs—just silence. Which likely meant Mickey had been neutralized.

      He was alone.

      “Passenger,” he thought desperately. “Help.”

      Terror and frustration echoed weakly through their connection, then vanished beneath a wave of Schultz’s laughter.

      A stiff hand clamped onto his shoulder.

      THERE IS NO HELP FOR YOU, MR. MONONOBE, the voice mocked. YOU ARE MINE.

      Schultz stepped into view, smug and triumphant. The black robe he wore matched those draped over the hooded figures ringing the rotunda.

      Whiskey couldn’t speak, but his thoughts burned. He cursed himself for being too slow—for not doing more during that fleeting moment of freedom, snatched away when Schultz’s control snapped back like an iron vise.

      Schultz chuckled.

      “Now, now,” he said, his voice smooth with satisfaction. He winced, brushing fingers against the wound Mickey had left. “Don’t be disheartened, young Oni. I’ve spent centuries mastering wills far stronger than yours.”

      Whiskey’s blood ran cold.

      He knows what I am?

      Schultz’s smile sharpened. “But of course,” he said lightly. “It is so gratifying when a plan comes together, ja? Though”—he wiggled the fingers he’d held against his wound, slick with blood that looked nearly black—“I suppose the saying holds true. No plan is ever perfect.”

      What the hells does that mean?

      “It means,” Schultz answered, licking the blood from his finger like a child savoring a melting ice cream, “our little trap worked.”

      Then the lawyer’s skin began to ripple. His smile stretched, and stretched farther. It spread impossibly wide, twisting beyond anything human, making a sound like damp canvas pulled past its limits before tearing with a thick, tacky rip. Shiny purple flesh burst outward. Tentacles writhed from his mouth as his jaw distended. His face continued to split and peel away in wet strips that dissolved into slime. The fleshy remains sloughed off in glistening shreds, revealing massive, tar-black eyes set in slick, purplish skin.

      Whiskey’s breath caught in his throat.

      Schultz…is an Illithid?

      He had never seen one before, but their horrors were legend. Like the Oni, mind flayers had been outlawed after the war for their atrocities.

      A memory from his visit to FBI Headquarters screamed through his skull. Schultz had been there. Had insisted on shaking his hand. Followed by an old soldier’s mantra:

      “Never touch a mind flayer.”

      Schultz’s tentacles curled with amusement, and its voice boomed inside Whiskey’s skull.

      More memories crashed through his mind like a cannonball—rescuing Mickey from the factory, her insistence on taking the book containing the Blessing of Pogrom spell, their escape, Felix showing the torn page listing the spell’s components.

      Whiskey felt like he might be sick. They had been so focused on deciphering the book’s meaning, on uncovering LME’s plans, that they never questioned how lucky they’d been—how Mickey had just happened to see Mengele leave the factory, how easily he and Bullet had gotten in and out.

      Then Schultz’s eyes gleamed, and the world blinked. Suddenly, Whiskey was watching another memory.

      This one wasn’t his.

      Schultz stood alone with the book. It lay open to a section Whiskey recognized—one that, in his own memory, had been missing a portion. Something vital.

      The true trigger.

      In Schultz’s memory, he watched the Illithid tear the page free—but not before reading the words:

      “The terminus offering must be thus:

      A demon, fettered and fed unto the anointed fire.”

      Whiskey swallowed as understanding nearly caused him to gag.

      A demon. Meaning him.

      The memory vanished, and Whiskey found himself staring once more into the inky black void of the Illithid’s eyes.

      YOU SEE NOW? Schultz’s voice boomed inside his skull. YOU’VE BEEN MINE ALL ALONG.

      Despair gripped Whiskey’s heart. His mind reeled like a leaf in a storm.

      Everything—the whole damned setup—had been to get him here.

      At this moment.

      A trap just for him.

      Because of what he was.

      And he had walked straight into it.

      Another voice filled Whiskey’s mind.

      MARUZU.

      It boomed, and if Schultz was a clap of thunder inside his mind, this was the thunder’s god. So strong was the voice it was projected into the very air, shaking the foundation of the rotunda. Even Schultz stiffened slightly before turning toward the Lich Lord.

      “Yes, Great One?” he asked.

      PRESENT THE OBLATION.

      On the stage, Lichten stood revealed as well. But unlike Schultz, his features were deeply scarred, and his left eye burned with an eerie green fire—the same fire that had blasted through the rooftop.

      And all Whiskey could do was watch in horror as Schultz bowed low, black eyes gleaming in the ruddy firelight.

      AT ONCE, ALTE RECTOR.
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      Walter Franklin was dreaming.

      It was the only rational explanation for the nightmare unraveling around him.

      He stood on a vast stage beside a roaring inferno, surrounded by hooded figures. Some wielding tools, others chanting in a tongue that scraped his nerves like glass. Smoke stung his eyes, scraped his throat raw. A deep, ominous roar layered with screams, shouts, and discordant chanting filled the air.

      The world spun in chaotic fragments—fire, shadow, shrieking voices. It resembled the Palace of Fine Arts, if it had been dredged up from the worst possible hell.

      He needed to⁠—

      CALM YOURSELF, WALTER.

      He froze. He knew that voice. The Voice.

      Lord Maruzu.

      He took a deep breath. With the Voice came calm. Purpose. It had left for some reason. Why, he couldn’t quite recall, but it was back now, and all was right once more.

      Walter’s eyes burned. His throat ached. Each cough dragged smoke deeper into his lungs. And he couldn’t be happier.

      Why wouldn’t he be?

      He was fulfilling his purpose. Serving Alte Rector was the highest honor, the greatest privilege of his life.

      Lord Maruzu, the Voice, told him so.

      A golem clambered up the steps, flanked by a human handler guiding three shamblers by their rune-laced chains. Slung over its shoulder like a sack of flour was a man who was barely conscious.

      Walter hardly cared.

      He had been chosen, given the sacred task of escorting the sacrifices to the stage, so they could be fed to the holy fire.

      He looked into the blaze, and euphoria soared through him. These flames, pulsing with pure, divine heat, did more than burn. They danced. Moved with perfect grace as they consumed.

      Perhaps if I reach out, they’ll dance for me?

      WALTER.

      He jumped, glancing around like a schoolboy caught daydreaming, only then realizing Lord Maruzu stood beside him, dark eyes locked on his.

      ATTEND TO YOUR DUTY.

      Walter shook his head.

      Why is it so hard to concentrate?

      The golem had already laid the man on the altar, strapping him down—arms and legs splayed. It looked to Walter, expectant.

      Face flushing, he fumbled for the keys, locked the restraints, and turned back to Maruzu.

      “I’m sorry,” he mumbled. “I can’t seem to…”

      IT’S All RIGHT, WALTER, said the Voice. COME. IT IS TIME.

      The fog lifted.

      Lord Maruzu was good. He was kind. He was wise.

      And he was right.

      The Great One needed him.

      Walter had a purpose.

      Together they approached Alte Rector.

      Somewhere in the distance, gunfire cracked.

      But it didn’t matter.

      Walter didn’t look back.

      The Great One had turned to face him.

      “The final piece is placed, Exalted One,” Maruzu declared.

      Walter bowed deeper—even more reverent.

      As was proper.

      Alte Rector’s eye blazed. His voice filled Walter’s skull like divine thunder.

      WELL DONE, MY MARUZU. YOU CONTINUE TO RISE.

      A shiver ran through him. Lord Maruzu had earned the Great One’s praise. Today was a wonderful day.

      “We are nothing without your guidance,” Maruzu intoned, extending his hand.

      Still bowed, Walter’s body erupted in gooseflesh as he stared at it.

      This was his moment. His triumph. The world would change thanks to him.

      From his robes, he drew the blade. Ornate. Ancient. Etched with runes he couldn’t read, but somehow understood. It thrummed with power.

      Power he had calibrated.

      His magnetron. His work. His glory.

      Lord Maruzu took the knife and handed it to Alte Rector.

      The Great One raised it high. His voice rose with it, making both the air and the minds he projected into tremble.

      WITH THIS KNIFE THE WORLD WILL KNOW THE TRUE MIGHT OF LAS MENTES ELEVADAS.

      OUR CONQUEST BEGINS NIGH!

      Thunder cracked. Clouds churned above, visible through the crumbling rotunda roof. Alte Rector’s tentacles curled into something like a sneer.

      THE SO-CALLED GODS OF DEATH KNOW WHAT COMES.

      THEY GATHER BUT CAN DO NOTHING.

      Alte Rector turned to Lord Maruzu and placed a gray-skinned hand on his shoulder.

      AS A REWARD FOR YOUR ACHIEVEMENTS, YOU MAY MAKE THE FIRST SACRIFICE.

      Lord Maruzu’s tentacles twitched with delight.

      “You honor me.”

      He looked to Walter, who stepped toward the woman, the sacrifice, dazed and docile, drifting as if sleepwalking near the edge of the stage.

      As he took her hand, a low growl stopped him. Walter glanced at the man strapped to the altar. He didn’t move. Aside from the tension carved into his face, he didn’t even twitch. But his violet, slitted eyes burned with fury.

      Walter stared at the man. His rage confused him.

      Why is he so angry? Doesn’t he understand?

      He turned and saw the Great One watching too.

      YOU DID WELL TO CAPTURE ONE SO STRONG, MY MARUZU.

      Lord Maruzu, who was having a great day, bowed low.

      THANK YOU, GREAT ONE.

      Then without pause, he ran the blade across the woman’s throat.

      The woman’s eyes widened. A gasp escaped her lips.

      She stiffened, blinking in confusion as a single red line bloomed across her neck.

      Then came the blood—streaming down her chest in a crimson river.

      She clutched at her throat. But it was futile.

      And with all the care of someone tossing out the trash, Maruzu shoved her into the fire.

      Walter’s mouth hung open as he watched the flames devour her.

      Whatever had held her still shattered into agony.

      She flailed. She thrashed—mouth open, but no scream escaped her ruined throat.

      And something inside him snapped like piano wire.

      What in all the hells just happened?

      He tore his gaze away.

      Toward the Illithids beside him.

      And his mouth went dry.

      They were delighted.

      They’d killed an innocent woman.

      With the knife he helped create.

      And they were happy about it.

      BEHOLD, cried the Lich Lord.

      Walter tried to turn away—his mind bucking like a panicked horse.

      But then the Voice returned.

      BEHOLD, it said.

      The horror inside him swelled like a bubble, then vanished. Snuffed out, as if it had never existed. And Walter understood again. He’d been silly. Of course they were glad. She was the sacrifice. That’s what the word meant, didn’t it? This was the cost of changing the world. She’d served her purpose.

      Lord Maruzu turned to him, eyes aglow as red flames shifted green. And the Voice echoed in his bones.

      RETRIEVE THE NEXT.

      With purpose in his heart, Walter obeyed.
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          MICKEY HAS A BALL

        

      

    

    
      October 31, 1951

      The fog swirled around Mickey. The wind had picked up, chilling the sweat on her skin and whipping the few strands of hair that had escaped her tight braids into her face. Her ribs ached, and it hurt to breathe too deeply.

      But none of that had anything to do with the tears streaming down her cheeks.

      The cheer that rose through the mist, followed by the euphoric pitch of rising voices, meant the sacrifice had been made.

      Coyote threw back his head and howled.

      She’d failed.

      Maggie…

      Then the ground began to shake, and the god’s raw, grief-stricken cry was swallowed by an explosion loud enough to stagger the people gathered on the roof. She shifted to keep her balance and had to cover her eyes as a streak of acid-green lightning, wide as a gods-damned streetcar, sliced through the fog and shot into the clouds.

      Mickey watched in stunned horror as the sky reacted like it had been stabbed, the clouds churning like scalded milk, stirring and spinning into a vortex. The twisting maelstrom yawned open like a vast, gaping maw. Smaller bolts of green lightning lashed out like the teeth of some colossal lamprey.

      Beside her, Coyote yelped. Mickey turned to see the animal spirit slide across the roof, pulled by an invisible force. The big canine fought to stay put, clawed paws digging for purchase, only to skid across the rooftop like a puppy on a frozen lake.

      He met Mickey’s eyes, and she was shocked by how wide and terrified they were. She lunged after him on instinct but was stopped dead as Butcher blurred forward and kicked her in the chest. His boot slammed into her, and she felt the gris-gris on her wrist burn against her skin as it absorbed most of the blow. Even so, she was hurled backward, flying into the splintered bar like a doll.

      Gasping, she opened her eyes just in time to see Coyote ripped from the roof and flung into the sky. He fought and kicked, thrashing his legs like a dog trying to swim against a current.

      Mickey blinked as more nebulous shapes filled the air. Each was different, moving so fast she caught only glimpses. These were gods—she realized in horror as she recognized a few descriptions. The gods of death Whiskey had said were moving on the city. Some were humanoid, others decidedly not, but all spiraled toward the open maw of the storm, pulled by the same unseen force.

      The sounds of the panicked deities ranged from cries to roars to wails and everything in between, and Mickey could do nothing but stare.

      The noise blended into a final, unified cry. Then a last flash of hellish lightning split the sky, and another ear-splitting boom rocked the world. But the bolt wasn’t a strike. It was a hook. And the gods of death were dragged into the vortex and vanished—like dust into a vacuum.

      The clouds continued to flash and spark with green lightning, the wind howling, but without the crying of the gods it felt strangely quiet to Mickey’s ears.

      Gritting her teeth, Mickey shoved herself upright and nearly fell as her boot caught her pack strap. She realized she was now alone. On the roof. With Butcher, Grady, and three superpowered abominations.

      Tears burned her eyes as fear weighed down her limbs and dulled her thoughts. It was hard to make sense of the situation.

      She knew she needed to do something, but what in all the hells could she do?

      The curse had just dragged dozens of gods into its epicenter, for Nine’s sake. It was primed, ready to break loose.

      Maggie was dead. Coyote was gone.

      She was alone.

      It only needed its trigger, and all would be lost.

      Then her gaze found the cop—the man who’d betrayed the Pomponios. Maggie, brave enough to stand against something bigger than herself. Jeffrey, forced into an impossible choice and choosing family over duty.

      Rage. Cold and steady.

      She could work with that.

      These sons of bitches think they’ve won, she thought, fingers clenching tight enough to shake. This isn’t over. Not by a gods-damned long shot.

      Her gaze swept over Butcher and his minions.

      First, she needed to even the odds.

      Blinking away the tears—there’d be time for them later—she met the man’s eyes. “What did you do with Jeffrey?”

      Grady shrugged, but his smile said it all.

      “Fuck you,” she spat, her voice barely cutting through the thunder and distant, inhuman screeches. “You were working with them this whole time?”

      He raised his hands. “Hey, don’t get mad at me. I was just doing my job. Not my fault you went and fell in love with the Indians.”

      His grin widened. “You know, for someone as blind as you, I’m impressed you made it this far. Even after I got you out of jail so Schultz could deal with you. Even after I served you up on a silver platter.”

      She met his gaze, a bitter smile tugging at her lips. “I’m going to kill you now.”

      Grady chuckled. “Oh? And how are you⁠—”

      Mickey flicked her wrist, releasing the spring-loaded derringer from its hiding place. It snapped into her palm as she leveled it at his chest, runes igniting with gold sparks.

      “For Maggie,” she said, and fired.

      Lightning erupted from the barrel, golden light brilliant and blinding, and what was left of Grady dropped in a smoldering heap.

      The sheer violence of Mickey’s blast left Butcher and his vampires blinking as they watched Grady burn, buying her one extra heartbeat. She didn’t waste it. She turned, aimed, and fired at Butcher.

      But the vampire was still too fast. He dipped away, dodging by millimeters. The toadlike vampire behind him wasn’t as quick. It shrieked as its arm burst in a spray of gore.

      Mickey tracked the dodge, but the batlike vampire rushed in from the other side of the roof and slammed into her shoulder, knocking the gun from her hand.

      She spun with the momentum, dived for her pack, tore it open, and reached inside. Her fingers closed around what she needed, but Butcher surged from the fog and seized her wrist.

      She heard the pop before she felt it. Agony bloomed white-hot as her wrist snapped like kindling. She screamed, vision flaring, trying to yank free, but Butcher held her by the broken wrist as easily as a parent restraining a disobedient child.

      He paused when he noticed the glowing bracelet.

      “Well, look at this,” he said. “Is this how you’re so tough for a bitch?”

      He yanked the still-burning bracelet free. Mickey felt its protection vanish as the beads scattered across the roof with soft, hollow plunks.

      “You won’t be needing this anymore.”

      The moment the beads hit the roof, the Bliss-laced fog slammed into her. Colors smeared at the edges of her vision, everything wavering as if seen through a heat haze.

      Cursing, she twisted and kicked, reaching for her pack—but he gave her arm a small shake, and stars burst behind her eyes. She hit the ground hard.

      When she could think again, her shoulder hurt so badly she couldn’t draw a full breath. Butcher had it wrenched to the brink of dislocation.

      “Stop squirming,” he said. Then he paused. “On second thought,” he chuckled, “squirm all you like.”

      Mickey grunted, fighting through the pain. It was already hard to think, and the fog made it worse. Nausea churned in her gut, the world tilting at the edges. She forced herself to push through it.

      Keep your head in it. They’re just distractions. That’s all. Nothing more. Breathe.

      She took a deep breath. It didn’t ease the pain, but it did help her think of something else.

      All these bastards like to talk. Get him going.

      She focused her True Sight. It was harder than normal, like forcing her eyes through sandpaper, but the effect cut through the Bliss haze. Forcing a grin, she met the vampire’s eyes.

      “You’re going soft on me, Hank. Last time you knocked me out cold.”

      “Last time,” Butcher said, giving her another shake, “I was told to keep you alive.”

      Mickey couldn’t quite hold back a whimper, but she gritted her teeth and forced it into a rictus smile through the coppery taste in her mouth. “And this time?”

      His grin widened. Canines lengthened. “Dealer’s choice.”

      Gripping her by the injured wrist, he tossed her toward the golem. “Check her for anything interesting. Make sure she doesn’t have anything else up her sleeves,” he added with a smirk. “Or elsewhere.”

      The golem caught her easily, its massive non-gun-arm wrapping around her torso and pinning her in place. Her breath came in shallow gulps, and her arm throbbed viciously as the batlike vampire swooped down and began patting her out. Its hands lingered with deliberate cruelty. She cried out and kicked weakly, managing only to knock over her pack and spill its contents across the rooftop before the golem hauled her back upright.

      The bat-man leered, licking its lips.

      Behind it, the toadlike creature let out a wet, gargled snarl. Its thrashing had slowed. The grotesque wound had already closed, pale flesh sprouting over it like fungus. Butcher and the bat-man helped the thing to its feet.

      “You know,” he said, “I told Schultz, or Lord Maruzu as he prefers to be called, he was nuts. No way a survivor like you could be this stupid. So easily led along.”

      He grabbed the fallen pack and handed it to the bat-winged vampire.

      “But here we are.”

      A second blast of emerald lightning tore through the night, the thunderclap that followed shaking the rooftop, filling the air with the cries of trapped deities and the stench of ozone and rot.

      Butcher glanced toward the Palace and gave a low whistle.

      “The Masters sure know how to put on a show. Sure as hells, never seen anything like that before.”

      Mickey felt the blood drain from her face.

      Another woman had been fed to the curse.

      Her pulse raced. She needed to act. Every bolt meant another woman dead. Meant they were one step closer to unleashing the curse.

      Her eyes flicked between him and his monstrous lackeys.

      “What do you mean?” she gritted out. “Led along?”

      Butcher chuckled. “Still haven’t figured it out?”

      Mickey let the pain seep into her smile. “Why don’t you enlighten me?”

      Behind him, the toad and bat-vampires bickered over her gear, tossing clips and trinkets off the edge.

      “The book,” Butcher said, mockery dripping from every word. “The one Maruzu just happened to leave with that freak Mengele. You find anything good in it? Notice a few pages missing? Maybe the one that described the final trigger for the curse?”

      The bat-vampire pulled out a Magic 8 Ball, ready to toss it aside.

      “Wait,” Butcher said, reaching out. “I’ll take that.”

      He fiddled with the chain around her neck. Owen’s bear amulet. “Another fun keepsake.”

      The bat-vampire tossed him the toy, raising an eyebrow as he gauged Mickey’s response, but she was too stunned to fully register it.

      Another trigger?

      But what, or who?

      The book had been a plant. Which meant they’d wanted her to have it. Wanted her to follow the clues. Wanted her here.

      Her heart skipped.

      No, not her.

      Him.

      “Mononobe?” she breathed. “Why?”

      Butcher’s grin widened, teeth gleaming. He shook the 8 Ball.

      “Should I answer her?” He made a show of peeking at the result. “Looks like it’s your lucky day.”

      He tossed the toy to the toadlike vampire. “The nip himself doesn’t matter. But we needed a catalyst. Demon blood. Any kind would do. Not easy to find in the States, but then Maruzu found one just roaming free.”

      He laughed. “Damn near danced a jig.”

      Mickey’s stomach dropped. She’d thought she’d been chasing clues. It had all been a setup. A trap for Mononobe.

      And she’d helped spring it.

      Butcher stepped closer and took a long breath through his nose.

      “Ahh, I love the smell of despair,” he said, flashing a fangy smile. “Delicious.”

      A third bolt of green lightning split the sky, bathing the rooftop in its sickly glow, thunder carrying with it the shrieks of the dying.

      Mickey looked away, heart pounding, guilt and fury churning.

      Something flickered in the fog.

      Her eyes shifted back to Butcher and his crew. It had been fast.

      Had they seen it?

      She smiled, voice steadying as she raised it—drawing everyone’s attention.

      “Actually. I was thinking of a joke.”

      Butcher’s grin grew as he tilted his head. “Is that so?”

      She nodded. “Yep.”

      He snorted. “All right. I’ll bite. What is it?”

      Mickey gave him a deadpan look. “Leave the jokes to the professionals, Hank.” She cleared her throat. “Okay, what do a vampire and a vacuum cleaner have in common?”

      He rolled his eyes. “They both suck.”

      “Wrong.”

      Butcher frowned. “Oh yeah? Then what?”

      “They both blow up when you put them next to an exploding Magic 8 Ball.”

      He blinked.

      And turned to the toad-vampire holding the toy.

      Mickey’s smile widened.

      “Get it?”

      The she sent a pulse of anima down the thread she’d anchored to the ball when she tore into her pack earlier.

      And triggered its explosive enchantment.
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          WHISKEY GETS HELD UP

        

      

    

    
      October 31, 1951

      Whiskey had always found fire both fascinating and terrifying. Growing up in the monastery and, for his own safety, forced to spend most of his time in his room, he’d had little to do but watch the monks and other initiates train, read, and meditate. As a boy with far too much energy for his own good, he often found himself staring into the small fireplace, lost there for hours, watching the flames dance, breathe, and recoil as the fire’s lives dwindled to ash and smoke.

      The flames had always been a comfort. Companions to his loneliness.

      The green flames of the Lich Lord’s bonfire were nothing like that.

      They burned so hot Whiskey’s tears evaporated before they could fall. His skin prickled, blistering beneath the searing heat. Yet he remained immobile.

      He tried to fight. To struggle. To tear himself free and exact vengeance on these monsters. But he couldn’t even close his eyes.

      All he could do was watch as the moisture in Maggie’s body vanished in seconds. Her skin, her hair, even her eyes boiled before melting like wax beneath the blaze. What remained blackened, shriveled, and finally crumbled to ash.

      The flames didn’t just consume Maggie Pomponio. They corrupted. Putrefied.

      The horror defied comprehension. It branded itself into Whiskey’s mind, searing his soul like a white-hot iron.

      And amid the nightmare, one absurd question surfaced.

      How is she still screaming?

      Only when Maggie stopped flailing—her body sinking into the flames as if settling down to rest—did he realize the screaming was his own.

      The fire swelled and darkened to a poisonous green, then erupted in a flash so bright it seared his vision. A jagged bolt of lightning tore skyward, and a deafening crack split the night, like reality itself was screaming.

      The rotunda shuddered. Beams never meant to be permanent and weakened by time splintered as the blast punched through. Wood shattered outward. Debris rained like shrapnel.

      For a moment, the inferno dimmed. The sudden stillness made his skin prickle, and he blinked against the afterimage, barely able to see the clouds churning above, writhing like a festering wound as they swallowed the sky.

      The sound was unbearable. Like the heavens were weeping.

      For a handful of seconds, everything went still.

      Even the fire.

      The stillness shattered as a voice thundered through the crumbling rotunda and into Whiskey’s mind. Hugh Lichten. Alte Rector. The Lich Lord.

      When he spoke, everyone knew his true name.

      THE GREAT BLESSING IS UPON US.

      UPON US, Schultz’s voice echoed reverently in his head.

      Around the rotunda, the hooded figures resumed their chant. Their voices rose in frantic, euphoric unison. The fire roared back to life, stoked to obscene heights.

      And Alte Rector raised his arms once more.

      BRING THE NEXT.

      Despair crushed Whiskey’s chest as another woman—Dorothy Alcantara, the first reported missing—was led up the stairs.

      The truth impaled him like a lance through the heart. They were all going to die. Horrifically. One by one, these women would be fed to the flames. Then him. Then every man, woman, and child the Way charged him to protect.

      The Blessing of Pogrom would take them all.

      Alte Rector embraced Dorothy, whispered something in her ear, and slit her throat. Like Maggie, she was consumed. Another bolt of green lightning shot into the sky. Another chorus of hellish screams.

      BRING THE NEXT.

      If he had control over his body, he would have vomited.

      Instead, he watched.

      Rose Buffet—taken on her way home from buying groceries. Her face locked in confused anguish.

      BRING THE NEXT.

      Alice Suena—abducted during a night of dancing. Gone in seconds, devoured by the fire.

      BRING THE NEXT.

      Elsa Cierva—her struggles with addiction had put her in the wrong place at the wrong time. She plunged into the fire headfirst, legs kicking like a swimmer diving into hell.

      BRING THE NEXT.

      Merida Tietjen—working late and walking to her car alone. Her throat must not have been cut deep enough. She screamed as her hair ignited before her body even touched the flames.

      Whiskey was barely conscious by the time they led the last woman up the stairs. He stared listlessly at the storm above. Acrid rain, stinking of rot and death, fell in sheets over the rotunda—yet the stage, and the fire, remained untouched.

      The clouds twisted faster with each sacrifice, forming a glowing green vortex that spun like a drain, pulling the world into oblivion.

      Somewhere in the chaos, the chanting rose again. Another drumbeat. Another cry.

      Then he saw her.

      Hallie Baptiste.

      The grand-niece of the first person to show him kindness after the war. The man whose family had dared to call him one of their own. The girl he’d sworn to save.

      Like the others, her face was blank, her eyes glassy, as a single robed figure led her toward the altar.

      But as Alte Rector embraced her, she shot Whiskey a quick, sharp glance.

      He froze.

      What?

      His mind must have finally snapped, broken by the pressure of his failures. There was no way anyone—even a Baptiste—could break free from an Illithid’s hold.

      Then she did it again. Her eyes flicked to his, and this time she gave a subtle shake of her wrist.

      Whiskey’s gaze followed the motion, and his thoughts snapped into focus.

      There, clutched tightly in her fist, was a beaded bracelet.

      A voodoo gris-gris.

      His mind leaped to the Blazeon factory.

      Isaiah had known what they were dealing with, and had crafted the gris-gris specifically to counter both necromantic and Illithid control. He must’ve slipped it to her before confronting Butcher.

      The Illithid hesitated, head tilting as Hallie’s stare sharpened.

      Then she moved.

      With a swift, practiced motion, she drove her foot between its legs and shoved. Alte Rector crashed to the stage with a grunt.

      Hallie spun, slammed her elbow into the solar plexus of the hooded attendant—who crumpled to the stage with a squawk—and turned to meet Schultz’s lunge, absorbing the impact and flipping him hard onto his back.

      Schultz hit with a grunt, air whistling from his chest in a wet, whimpering noise. For an instant, the pressure holding Whiskey down weakened.

      Whiskey didn’t hesitate. He reached for his anima, trying to trigger Ambition, but the restraints were lined with suppression enchantments, locking his power behind a wall even as Schultz’s will held his body still.

      He grit his teeth, reaching into the very heart of his well—into the core of what made him an Oni—and demanded his power.

      It responded. He felt it straining to answer.

      So close.

      He pushed harder, brushing it with his will.

      But the barrier held.

      “Passenger!” he ordered. “I need you now!”

      From the recesses of his mind, he felt Passenger respond. It surged, roaring to life—tearing through Schultz’s will and hurling itself toward the barrier.

      Whiskey felt the bonds of Schultz’s control stretch and shriek before, with a great crash, they shattered like glass.

      With a final, wordless cry of pure emotion, Passenger slammed into the suppression enchantment.

      And it cracked.

      Whiskey joined his will to Passenger’s, and together, they struck the weakened barrier one last time.

      It broke in a final eruption of power.

      Whiskey’s anima surged through the gap, flooding his limbs with impossible strength as Ambition roared to life.

      He pulled against the chains. Metal screamed as he stretched them to the edge of breaking.

      Hope swelled in his chest. He could do this. One more second, maybe two, and he’d be free.

      He could help.

      He could still save her.

      If he…

      Pain tore the air from his lungs as another force slammed him against the stage.

      He gasped.

      If Schultz was an acorn, this was the oak it came from.

      It was unbelievable.

      The chains were already straining—but this wasn’t Schultz’s grip. This was something older, heavier. Whiskey forgot about moving. It was suddenly a battle just to breathe.

      YOU WILL HOLD, DEMON!

      Alte Rector’s voice hammered through the rotunda and through Whiskey’s skull.

      Each word struck like a thunderclap. Passenger gasped as a tidal wave of force slammed through their shared mind.

      “Kinichiro…It’s too strong…I can’t…”

      The pressure doubled—then tripled. Passenger was ripped backward, hurled into the shadows of Whiskey’s mind.

      Bound.

      Hallie staggered two steps toward the altar, then Schultz lunged low, grabbing her by the legs.

      She hit the stage hard. The bracelet flew from her hand.

      She fought, vicious and wild, but Schultz was too large, too strong. He writhed atop her, pinning her with his bulk.

      His hand clamped her head and shoved, slamming her face against the floor, forcing her to stare directly at Whiskey.

      Fear, rage, and helpless terror crashed through him. He fought the weight, but it was no use.

      A broken breath escaped, more gasp than voice.

      “N-no…”

      I SAID HOLD!

      His vision fuzzed as gravity collapsed on top of him.

      Alte Rector rose to his feet.

      DEMON! he roared. YOU THINK YOUR STRENGTH MATTERS?

      Green fire erupted from his ruined eye and the pressure doubled. Each word landed like a hammer blow.

      YOU FEED.

      YOU HUNGER.

      YOU TAKE.

      Rector smiled.

      YET HAVE YOU EVER, IN YOUR SIMPLE, POINTLESS LIFE, CONSIDERED WHERE SUCH A GIFT CAME FROM? DO YOU THINK YOUR NEED IS YOUR OWN?

      His scarred face twisted with triumph.

      YOU KNOW NOTHING.

      ALL WHO TAKE ARE UNDER MY DOMINION.

      His voice dropped to a growl, somehow quiet and earthshakingly loud all at once.

      DEMON YOU MAY BE, BUT THAT WHICH MAKES YOU STRONG IS MINE TO COMMAND.

      AND YOU ARE MINE.

      He turned, scarred face twisted with fury, and fixed Whiskey with a gaze brighter than the bonfire behind him.

      YOU. WILL. HOLD.

      The stage shook as golems, shamblers, and their armed handlers stormed the stairs. Their boots pounded like war drums, muffled beneath the crushing weight.

      Hallie struggled beneath the Lich Lord’s second-in-command. She snarled and fought, every motion defiant, a display worthy of her family name.

      But it was useless.

      For all her courage, she was powerless.

      With a shriek, Schultz fell on her. His writhing tentacles lashed over her head, latching on like a feasting squid.

      Her body spasmed. Jerked. Legs kicking feebly.

      Pinned and helpless, Whiskey locked eyes with her.

      He could hear the sickening, wet slurping.

      He tried to scream, but only a breathless moan escaped as the pressure intensified.

      Bones cracked.

      Its weight obliterated every ounce of resistance he had left, snapping the final thread of hope as he watched her defiance dissolve into confusion.

      Then fear. Then despair.

      Her scream cut through the roar of the fire—through the chanting. Then her movements slowed. Her fingers twitched. Her eyes rolled back.

      And all he could do was watch.
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      October 31, 1951

      Lying on his back, Walter Franklin stared up at the ghastly spectacle unfolding in what he assumed had once been the sky.

      Are those faces?

      The clouds roiled like a pillowcase stuffed with angry rats—if those rats occasionally pressed their twisted, screaming faces through the fabric to hurl lightning.

      Walter watched as one—eyes like burning coals, mouths spreading from its forehead and left cheek—stretched impossibly wide and screamed in fury and agony as it stared down from the storm.

      The sight made his eyes ache and his stomach lurch. He rolled to the side and retched.

      That was a mistake.

      A wave of heat slammed into his face, so intense he thought his skin might blister. He raised a shaky arm to shield himself, avoiding the worst of it as he turned and vomited the other way.

      By sheer dumb luck, he’d been knocked back when the crazy woman sucker-punched him. She sent him sprawling into the altar and narrowly missed the stampede of men, golems, and shamblers now swarming around her.

      He wiped his mouth on his sleeve and looked up.

      The woman hadn’t even made it a step before Lord Maruzu brought her down.

      Walter staggered to his feet, regarding the scene with a strange, uneasy detachment as the woman fought.

      Why is she resisting?

      Doesn’t she know why she’s here? Her purpose?

      Behind him, someone rasped, “N-no…”

      Walter turned.

      The man on the altar gasped, twitching against his restraints—suppression cuffs, if the way his eyes flickered between violet and light blue was any indication. His face was beet red, every vein in his neck bulging.

      Him too? Why?

      Something about the man unsettled him. Everything—from the set of his jaw to the muscles straining beneath his sweat-drenched suit—said he was dangerous.

      Walter should have felt relieved that the stranger remained bound, but the look in his eyes as he watched the sacrifice fight…

      Walter wasn’t so sure.

      I SAID HOLD!

      Alte Rector’s voice boomed in Walter’s mind, causing his vision to swim.

      The command hadn’t just been loud—it was like standing beside a jet engine. It bypassed sound entirely, slamming straight into his skull like a sledgehammer.

      He cried out, clutching his head, flecks of spittle flying from his lips. Fear surged from his heart through every vein.

      And this, he realized, is only the fallout of the command.

      The full weight of the Great One’s wrath had landed on the poor fool on the altar—now crushed as if the air itself had turned solid.

      This is becoming unsafe, he thought, taking a step back.

      In his haste to retreat, he didn’t watch his footing. His shoe slid over something on the ground, nearly rolling his ankle.

      Cursing, he caught himself and looked down to glare at whatever had caused his stumble.

      It was a small bracelet.

      Where did that come from?

      He stared at the trinket. A string of black beads—though the material wasn’t quite stone. They glistened, catching the light in shifting colors like a scarab beetle or a slick of gasoline.

      He glanced toward Lord Maruzu. The Voice was still occupied with the squirming, struggling woman, but everything appeared under control.

      So, without a second thought, Walter bent and picked it up.

      The moment his fingers brushed the onyx beads, a chill swept over him—like a cool breeze flowing across his scalp, down his neck, over his shoulders, and into his limbs.

      He gasped as the breeze turned colder—sharp, sudden, flash-frozen pain erupting across his body.

      It tunneled inward. Focused. Thousands of tiny needles—driving straight into his skull.

      He staggered, mouth open to cry out. But then it stopped. The pain vanished like fog lifting. And clarity bloomed.

      It was like taking his first real breath after nearly drowning. Memories detonated behind his eyes—disjointed, but real.

      Coming home to find the ransom note. Weeks of agony and worry. Sleepless nights, waiting for word of his son. The terrifying flight through the aquarium. Being shoved into the tank. The creature that had grabbed him…

      Lord Maruzu.

      An Illithid. A mind flayer.

      It had taken his memories. Warped his mind. Used him.

      Walter saw the hellscape with new eyes.

      It was pandemonium.

      The stench of burning flesh mingled with blood and rot. Rain poured from the sky, thick with death. The air pulsed with magic. Screamed with undead agony. Roared with unending fire.

      All of it fed by the life force of six women.

      Women he had helped murder.

      Walter’s gaze darted to the center of the stage. The woman continued fighting.

      Someone has to stop this. She needs help.

      He should help. But even as the thought came, so did the doubt.

      What in all the hells could I do? I’m an academic. Not a fighter.

      His eyes landed on the man strapped to the altar. Alte Rector had called him strong, hadn’t he?

      He studied the man’s twisted, anguished face. He had to be in unbearable pain, yet it wasn’t just fear radiating from him.

      It was fury.

      This was a fighter. Someone who could help.

      But he was bound.

      The only way he could help was if⁠—

      A shriek snapped Walter’s attention back to the woman. Maruzu had wrapped his tentacles around her head. Her struggling was fading.

      Walter looked around.

      Everyone—the golems, the men, the brainless shamblers, even Alte Rector himself—was watching them.

      No one was watching him.

      Walter moved toward the altar. Violet, slitted eyes immediately locked onto him, but he placed a finger to his lips—and clicked open the shackle on the man’s ankle.

      Then the next. Then the wrists. He was reaching for the final restraint when a voice boomed inside his skull:

      WHAT ARE YOU DOING, WALTER?

      Despair gripped him like a vise. He looked up, and saw one of Maruzu’s black eyes staring straight at him. Every man, golem, and shambler turned toward Walter.

      Alte Rector whirled and thrust out a hand.

      Suddenly, he couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe.

      Time slowed as the pressure closed in. His bones creaked. Ribs cracked. Tears blurred his vision. He squeezed his eyes shut. He’d made so many mistakes. Done so much wrong.

      And now he was going to die.

      And there’s nothing I can do.

      Then the pressure slid off him like oil on glass. He opened his eyes, blinking rapidly.

      What? How?

      He looked at the bracelet still clutched in his hand. It was shielding him. Even from this.

      His gaze darted to Alte Rector—the scarred Illithid’s face twisted in confusion. Then to Maruzu—the thing that had taken everything from him.

      Then to the man on the altar.

      “No,” he growled.

      There is something I can do.

      His arms shook. His vision swam. But with steady hands, he undid the final shackle.

      Alte Rector’s tentacles writhed. He let out a screech and raised its arm, green flame curling around its fingers, a sphere of seething energy blooming at the tip.

      DIE! he bellowed.

      Walter shoved the bracelet into the man’s palm.

      Green fire struck his shoulder, spinning him like a top. The next thing he knew, he felt an impact and was on his back.

      Groaning, he tried to rise, but couldn’t. His body wouldn’t respond. Whether from the blast or the Lich Lord’s lingering will, he couldn’t move. It was as if something was holding him down.

      Darkness pressed in, cold and heavy, and no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t blink it away.

      Pain and fear surged through him. But they were small things now.

      No longer important.

      His mind flickered, a single ember struggling to stay lit.

      In that flicker, he saw his family.

      Evie’s smile.

      Johnathan’s hand reaching for his.

      A single tear slipped down his cheek.

      I miss them. So much.

      And then nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            59

          

          WHISKEY GIVES IT HIS ALL

        

      

    

    
      October 31, 1951

      Whiskey’s fist closed around the gris-gris, and he felt the bracelet’s protection snap over him like a second skin, severing the Lich Lord’s connection as cleanly as a superheated blade slicing a hand from his throat.

      Unhindered anima surged through his veins like fire meeting dry timber—the pent-up energy of a storm held at bay, waiting to be unleashed.

      A fierce grin touched his lips.

      And he triggered Ambition.

      Before anyone could so much as breathe, his body exploded into motion—blurring off the altar to reappear beside the feeding Illithid. With no more apparent effort than stretching, he pivoted, legs flashing as he kicked, tearing Schultz’s head free with a single, devastating strike.

      The head skipped once across the stage and vanished into the fire.

      Everything—alive and undead—froze as the body of the Illithid Maruzu collapsed in a shower of blackish blood. Even Lichten—Alte Rector, or whatever name he wore—stopped mid-spell, shock plastered across his scarred face as he stared at the spurting corpse.

      Whiskey watched a chain tumble from the ragged stump of Schultz’s neck, the gold-encased crystal clinking against the floor.

      “So,” Passenger drawled, its voice taut, like a fighter stretching before a bout. “He was a lich too. That explains some things. Well, don’t be rude, Kinichiro. Finish what’s on your plate.”

      Sliding the gris-gris onto his wrist, Whiskey stomped his boot down on the green-glowing stone. The crystal shattered with a crunch. His eyes met the Lich Lord’s as he ground his heel down, ignoring the puff of acidic green smoke that screamed as it dissolved in the air.

      For several seconds, no one moved. The only sound was the low roar of the green flame.

      Then Alte Rector hissed, tentacles writhing as he raised his hand like a pitcher and hurled a sphere of green fire at Whiskey.

      Whiskey didn’t bother dodging. He let the blast strike him square in the chest⁠—

      —and pass over him like mist.

      A fresh psychic and spiritual assault slammed into his mind, but the gris-gris flared cold on his wrist. The chains meant to bind him shattered like brittle glass. The force rebounded outward, the shock wave knocking Alte Rector and his minions—except the golems, though even they staggered, yellow eyes flickering like machines hit with a surge—off their feet.

      Alte Rector landed with a thud. Shamblers squealed. Men clutched their heads.

      As they recovered, Whiskey bent and lifted Hallie from the ground. To his relief, Felix’s grand-niece was unconscious but breathing. He carried her behind the altar, laid her gently on its far side, then returned to the center of the stage.

      “Hmmm,” Passenger mused as the golems’ eyes refocused. Shamblers screeched. Guns leveled. “Not what I’d call a fair fight.”

      A wolfish grin curled on Whiskey’s lips.

      “Yes,” he thought, drawing forth every drop of anima from the depths of his overfilled well—more power than he’d touched since the war. “They should’ve brought more.”

      Alte Rector staggered to his feet, gray, long-fingered hand pointing at Whiskey as his mental command boomed:

      KILL IT!

      Everyone moved at once. Shouts erupted. Guns fired. Alte Rector unleashed another spell.

      But they were too slow.

      Because the Oni known as Whiskey triggered his Gifts.

      All of them.

      Time buckled as body, mind, and senses aligned in perfect harmony. Spells, bullets, and zombies moved in syrupy slow motion. With what felt like a slow, deep breath, Whiskey extended both hands. Twin energy whips of violet Wrath burst forth, tearing the air as they gouged deep into the stage.

      Then he moved.

      He leaped—a whirling dervish of violet light—burning cords extending and retracting at his will, slicing through flesh and metal like silk. The golems, like the one he’d fought in Mengele’s lab, had magical shielding, but they moved like statues. It took only moments before their wards collapsed and foul yellow steam burst from their wounds.

      By the time he landed and time snapped back into motion, the last behemoth crumbled into pieces.

      A chorus of shrieks rose behind him.

      More shamblers surged up the stairs—twisting, insectile abominations too fast to dodge completely. He cut through them, but there were too many. Claws raked his back. Tore into his sides.

      The pain was nothing. His movements alone shredded his muscles, and the wounds healed within moments. But the cost was steep. He was burning anima at an unsustainable rate.

      So Whiskey thought one word.

      “Passenger.”

      And handed over control of Passion.

      “Oh my…” it purred, and Whiskey felt his will spread across the rotunda, latching onto the auras around him.

      Hatred.

      Terror.

      Rage.

      Lust.

      The air was saturated with it. Whiskey fed, replenishing anima nearly as quickly as he spent it. Passenger reveled in the chaos, puppeteering their enemies, dulling fury, amplifying fear, unraveling focus, all while Whiskey fought, cutting through shamblers like a scythe through wheat.

      “Now this is more like it,” it said, voice laced with glee.

      Whiskey turned and leaped toward Alte Rector, lashing with a whip—but the Lich Lord raised both hands, conjuring a shimmering barrier. Whiskey struck again. And again. Shrinking the whips to blunt-force length, battering the shield. Each blow scored red-hot lines across its surface, but it held.

      Behind it, Alte Rector shrieked with triumph.

      “Behind you,” Passenger warned.

      Whiskey dived backward, flipping to land in a crouch, sliding across the stage on his back. The zombies aiming for his unguarded flank looked around stupidly before his whips lashed out, slicing legs and sending them sprawling.

      Two more rushed him. He spun upright, opened the first from crotch to sternum, stepped through, looped a whip around another’s neck, and pulled. Both collapsed in a shredded heap.

      More rushed him like feral dogs.

      He caught one by the skull, lifted it high, and used it to knock the others into the fire.

      He whirled, ready to continue the assault—but for a moment it was just him and Alte Rector on the stage.

      Whiskey took a deep breath. Even with his Gifts, his heart pounded. His anima thrummed like a bowstring drawn too tight.

      “It would appear they’ve changed tactics,” Passenger said. “Just opened a pen full of the damned things. And more golems. You’ve got seconds before the next group reaches the stage.”

      Whiskey glanced back at the screaming Lich Lord. While it stood behind its barrier, it didn’t look unable to attack either.

      More screeches made him turn. The stairs and stage edge clogged with rotting flesh and clanking metal. Two more golems shoved through the press. Dread prickled.

      “Damn it,” he thought.

      The shamblers and golems moved like marionettes, animated by their masters’ wills. Passion could tap that connection, but it wasn’t enough to keep pace with the anima he was burning. Without living auras to feed on—even with Passion—his reserves would run dry.

      And when they did, he and Hallie would die.

      “It’s simple, Kinichiro,” Passenger said. “Run. They can’t finish the curse without you. Leave, and the ritual fails.”

      Whiskey looked at Hallie’s unconscious body near the altar.

      So far, he’d kept their attention.

      But how long would that last?

      “And her?”

      Passenger paused, and Whiskey knew it was calculating the odds.

      “Leave her,” it finally said. “Even with your strength, taking her with you in all this practically guarantees failure.”

      Whiskey was about to protest, but it stopped him by adding, “I know you don’t like it, Kinichiro, but you’re also not stupid. You know a lot more lives are at stake than just yours and hers. Leaving now, alone, is the only way to guarantee success.”

      A frustrated growl bubbled up from Whiskey’s throat as indecision threatened to paralyze him.

      Passenger was right. He had to stop the curse. And if that meant leaving Hallie…

      His thoughts flashed to the six women already dead. The ones he’d risked so much for. Fought so hard to find—and still failed to save.

      “A true guardian.”

      What should he do?

      Then, oddly, his mind turned to Mickey.

      The reckless, arrogant bounty hunter so clearly outmatched by the monsters she hunted.

      Yet she always stood up.

      Always fought back.

      The thought made him feel…

      He wasn’t sure.

      He knew he should run.

      It was the logical choice. One that would guarantee victory.

      Which made it the Way.

      But there was just one problem.

      He didn’t want to.

      Of course he wanted to live. But he wanted Alte Rector dead more. That would save the most lives. That would follow the Way.

      He turned to the swarm, then back to the lich. The scarred creature stood tall, green eye blazing, fire curling around him. And Whiskey realized with a jolt—it was charging a blast. The same kind that had annihilated the rooftop where Mickey had been.

      He remembered the devastation. And the moment of weakness that had followed.

      An idea sparked.

      “It’s insane,” Passenger said once he heard it.

      “Do I have enough anima?”

      Passenger hesitated. “Yes. But it’ll burn most of it. You’ll be exposed. Are you sure you can’t⁠—”

      “No time,” Whiskey cut in, retracting his whips. “Just tell me when.”

      Passenger growled, then pulsed a frustrated assent. “Very well.”

      Whiskey grinned and charged straight into the shamblers.

      At first, he didn’t dodge. He let them tear at him—raking his sides, gouging his skin—as he ran. The sluggish things obliged with relish, bunching together as his movements gradually herded them tight.

      The massive golems halted, venting steam, their glowing cannons locking on.

      Still he waited, sprinting through the mob in a mad dash.

      Then:

      “Now!”

      Whiskey flared Ambition and juked, leaping high, just as the lich’s eye ignited, blazing like a miniature sun, and the blast tore free.

      A beam as wide as a subway train lanced through the air, disintegrating everything in its path. Flesh, metal, bone—all gone in a flash of green fire.

      Midair, Whiskey twisted, but not fast enough. The blast clipped him, catching arm and leg. Agony burned white-hot, and he hit the ground hard.

      It hurt, but he forced himself upright and turned to Alte Rector. The Lich Lord had dropped its shield in a final attempt to destroy him. The barrier held until it tried to channel anything big. The previous blasts had failed, so it committed to its largest attack.

      Exactly as Whiskey had hoped.

      He’d noticed the last time it fired that the energy took some time to recover, long enough to matter. And as before, the gem in the Illithid’s eye flickered. Its anima was temporarily spent.

      Whiskey could barely see. His own anima was nearly gone, what little remained poured into Integrity. It hurt. Gods, it hurt. But a ghastly smile crept across his burned, bloodied face.

      The plan had worked.

      Alte Rector’s black eye met Whiskey’s violet, and the Lich Lord took a terrified step back.

      The only thing holding Whiskey upright as he stepped through the space where the shield had stood was that he hadn’t released his Gifts. It felt like tearing away something vital, but he clenched his jaw, summoned one final whip, and advanced.

      Alte Rector stumbled, tentacles frozen in disbelief. He raised a hand. A ball of green fire sparked weakly to life—then guttered out. The Lich Lord’s eye widened.

      Whiskey raised his arm. And brought it down.

      Or…

      He tried.

      His arm wouldn’t move.

      He tried again.

      Nothing.

      Cold panic flooded him as his gaze dropped to his ruined arm. The entire left side of his suit was burned away. The skin beneath blackened. Cracked.

      And the gris-gris was gone.

      The blast had sheared it from his wrist.

      He looked up to see the fear had vanished from Alte Rector’s face.

      Only triumph remained.

      The Illithid raised a hand.

      I HAVE YOU.

      Psychic pressure crushed his mind, clamped his limbs. He reached for anima, but his well was dry.

      “Passenger!”

      He felt it struggling. It wanted to help. To fight.

      But it was faint. Fading. Drowning in Need. A final pulse of regret echoed through their bond.

      “Fool. I tried…”

      CRUMBLE.

      The command cracked through his skull like thunder.

      And Whiskey collapsed.

      For an unknowable span, there was only pain and the Lich Lord’s laughter.

      When the haze lifted, Alte Rector stood holding Hallie.

      She was awake—but her eyes were vacant.

      Just like the others.

      Tears blurred Whiskey’s vision.

      He’d believed he knew better. Thought he was free to do what he wanted.

      So arrogant.

      Passenger was right.

      The Way was right.

      Felix was wrong.

      I was wrong.

      He felt his bones snap.

      He welcomed it.

      It was less than he deserved.

      It doesn’t matter.

      I am a fool.

      And in the end, Hallie would pay for it.

      The city would pay for it.

      The world would pay for it.

      THIS ENDS NOW, commanded the Lich Lord.

      It raised its blade to Hallie’s throat.

      I could’ve stopped this.

      The blade touched skin. A drop of red bloomed.

      And all he knew—through the pain, through the shame, through the crushing certainty of defeat—was:

      I let this happen.

      And again…

      All he could do was watch.

      I failed.
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          MICKEY DIVIDES AND CONQUERS

        

      

    

    
      October 31, 1951

      Nothing beats a Fleischburg.

      The Magic 8 Ball detonated in a burst of golden lightning, engulfing the toad and bat vampires and launching Butcher through the rooftop stairwell’s brick wall.

      The blast rocked the golem holding her back a step, but its brute strength kept it upright.

      Exactly as she’d hoped.

      Clamping her uninjured hand on one of the jagged metal struts jutting from its arm, she hauled herself up, legs lifting off the ground, and triggered the enhancement on the lump of Silly Putty she’d slapped onto its foot during the scuffle.

      The second explosion was smaller than the 8 Ball, but perfectly placed.

      Shrapnel tore through the golem’s leg. Its bulk shielded her from most of the blast, but foul yellow steam hissed from the mangled joint as it staggered.

      Still clinging to its arm, Mickey Boosted the exposed strut and kicked with both feet. The metal flared white-hot, far too close to her face. She grimaced and tucked her chin into the collar of her enhanced BDU, catching the smell of burned hair as an eyebrow singed. The protections took most of the edge as the golem teetered, toppled, flailed, and finally let go.

      She slammed onto the rooftop, landing on her broken arm. A raw cry tore from her throat as pain burst through her, but she clenched her teeth and rolled just as the strut flashed red.

      Pop!

      The sound was more bubble than blast, but the result was the same. Undead flesh and twisted metal splattered across the roof.

      When she looked back, half the golem’s arm was gone—blown clean off at the elbow. Yellow steam hissed from the stump as it thrashed, struggling to rise on two limbs.

      Panting, Mickey staggered upright. By some miracle, Kara was still intact. Shambling drunkenly, she scooped up the rifle and what remained of her pack, slinging it over her good shoulder.

      Then movement flickered at the edge of her vision, and a pale, crocodilian blur slammed into her. Pain and fog swallowed everything until she finally crashed into something very hard.

      She whimpered as the pain nearly made her lose consciousness. The Fleischburg-lined BDUs were nowhere near as strong as the customized voodoo gris-gris, but they likely saved her life.

      Her vision flickered and it hurt too much for deep breaths so she settled for short, shallow gasps.

      Eventually the world stopped spinning enough for her to crack open her eyes. She wished she hadn’t.

      Butcher loomed over her in full abomination crocodile form.

      Torn clothing exposed rapidly healing wounds where the blast, or maybe the brick wall, had torn his flesh.

      Behind him, another bolt of acid-green lightning split the sky. It backlit the rotunda through the fog, casting a sickly glow across his pallid skin.

      Thunder followed—an earth-rattling explosion layered with the wails of the dead.

      Then came the rain. Foul-smelling. Torrential.

      It fell in sheets, soaking her BDUs in seconds.

      “Those were my brothers, you bitch!” Butcher roared, voice warped by his extended jaw.

      Mickey wiped blood and rain from her eyes.

      “Then you should thank me, Hank,” she rasped. “Holidays are coming up. That’s two fewer seats you’ve gotta set.” She grinned. “I’m saving you time.”

      He snarled and kicked her in the stomach.

      The BDUs absorbed some of it, but the air still blasted from her lungs in a painful gasp.

      “You obviously don’t…ngh…get the joke,” she wheezed. “Let me expla⁠—”

      Another kick cut her off.

      The overloaded BDUs burned so hot that the rain sizzling against them hissed faintly as Butcher hauled her into the air, lifting her until they were face to face.

      Mickey blinked. The rooftop spun. Rain hammered down, stinging her eyes, and it took a moment to register that the fog had thinned just enough to reveal the far side of the roof.

      A blood-smeared smile curved her lips as she met Butcher’s jet-black gaze, and started to hum.

      His eyes narrowed, crocodilian jaw peeling back in a snarl.

      “What the fuck is this?”

      “What’s the matter, Butch?” she rasped. “Not a fan of jazz?”

      Somewhere on the rooftop, a discarded radio crackled.

      “Contact! We got—!” a voice shouted before cutting off in a burst of static. It was replaced by the shriek of the undead and staccato gunfire.

      Mickey’s grin widened.

      “Oh, when the Saints,” she sang, “come marching in…”

      Butcher’s eyes went wide. He turned just as a massive, clawed hand slashed across his face.

      From the pouring rain, a midnight-furred, golden-eyed, lionlike figure stepped forward. It fixed Butcher with a glare, eyes flaring red, and let out a thunderous roar.

      Butcher screamed back and hurled Mickey at the newcomer.

      The lion-man caught her midair, absorbing most of the impact—though not enough to spare her broken arm.

      Pain shot through her.

      She screamed.

      “Easy, chère,” he rumbled. “I got you.”

      “Felix,” Mickey gasped. “My arm…I…Look out!”

      Behind him Butcher lunged, but a second lion-man, just as jet-black and just as massive, slammed into him. The two tumbled into a snarl of claws and limbs.

      Felix placed a paw on her arm. The pain seared white-hot, but he held her steady.

      “I know it hurts,” he said, moving the beaded gris-gris from her good wrist to the broken one. “But hang in there.”

      He furrowed his brow as his hand glowed with prismatic light. The gris-gris responded, its glow shifting to match. The light flowed down her arm, wrapping her from fingertips to shoulder.

      Pins and needles danced beneath her skin as her own magic was drawn into the spell. She tensed, uneasy with the loss of control, but Felix gave her good shoulder a reassuring squeeze.

      “Don’t fight it,” he murmured, easing her down.

      Gritting her teeth, Mickey nodded and let go.

      The light shifted to gold and began to pulse.

      Behind them came a cry of pain, and the second lion-man was hurled through the air, landing hard.

      “Geo!” Felix barked. He turned, baring his fangs at Butcher, whose wounds were already sealing.

      “Back soon,” he growled and leaped into the fight.

      Mickey watched Felix move like a true king of beasts, dodging Butcher’s wild swing, vaulting off the shattered bar and pouncing. His claws tore into Butcher’s shoulders; his fangs sank deep into the vampire’s neck.

      Red-tinged rain sprayed as Butcher shrieked, slashing wildly. His claws raked Felix’s side, forcing him off.

      They broke apart, circling.

      More green lightning, jagged and bright, ripped from the rotunda. A fresh chorus of terrified wails echoed through the fog, casting monstrous shadows across Butcher’s face.

      Butcher sneered. “A couple of lycanthropes want to tangle with the big boys? Cute.”

      Behind Mickey the second lion-man roared and rejoined Felix.

      “Have a nice nap, Geo?” Felix asked.

      The other lion-man growled, wiping blood from his mouth. “Always hated that nickname.”

      “Sorry,” Felix said. “Forgot you’re the almighty George nowadays.”

      “And don’t you fo’get it,” George muttered. “Now we gonna kill this sucka or what?”

      Felix’s golden eyes gleamed.

      “Reckon we oughta.”

      With no signal between them, the two lion-men lunged, muscle and claws in motion. The vampire shrieked as their speed and strength drove him back.

      Mickey could already see it wouldn’t last. For all their skill and raw power, the brothers were too old to keep up that kind of pace—especially against something that regenerated as fast as Butcher.

      Each blow vanished beneath healing flesh. And exhaustion was setting in. Steam curled from their sweat-drenched fur as their attacks slowed, becoming less precise, less effective.

      Then the golem shifted.

      It had righted itself just enough to raise its remaining arm, cannon glowing with sickly yellow light, aimed straight at the fight.

      “Damn it,” Mickey muttered, mind racing.

      Her good hand brushed rubble, fingers skimming for anything useful, and closed around a golf ball–size chunk of concrete.

      That’ll work.

      It wasn’t easy—the gris-gris was still draining magic, and the rock wasn’t enhanced—but she forced enough anima into it to make it glow, then hurled it at the golem.

      The throw wasn’t great, but it landed close enough for the minor explosion to knock the cannon’s aim wide.

      Yellow orbs shot harmlessly into the sky. One barely missed Butcher’s head.

      “What are you doing?!” he roared, dodging Felix’s swipe and slashing George across the chest.

      “Kill the bitch!”

      The golem turned.

      “Oh crap.”

      Hissing through the pain, Mickey forced herself upright and sprinted for where she’d dropped Kara.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the cannon tracking her. It was already glowing again.

      She dived, skidded across the rooftop, grabbed Kara, and yanked a magazine from the pack. Her still healing arm screamed, but muscle memory took over. She chambered a round, turned, and fired.

      The bullet punched through the golem’s eye. Its charged shot veered wide, steam erupting from the ruined socket, but the damn thing still didn’t fall.

      Teeth gritted, she racked the bolt and slammed in another round, grunting through the pain. She poured anima into Kara, sloppily burning most of what she had left.

      The rifle flared with golden light, runes along the barrel crackling with voltaic energy.

      She aimed, and fired.

      The shot cracked like thunder. Lightning exploded through the golem’s skull and upper torso, ripping it apart. What remained collapsed in a steaming heap.

      She swayed, the whiplash almost dropping her, but there was no time.

      A cry snapped her focus to the fight. Butcher had slashed George’s leg, sending the lion-man crashing to the rooftop.

      With George down, Butcher turned on Felix, snarling in triumph.

      Mickey reloaded, but the runes barely flickered. She didn’t have enough juice left for another significant power shot.

      So she fired a regular round.

      It hit, but a paper cut would’ve done more.

      Frantic, her eyes locked on the still-smoking remains of the golem. Steam hissed from its ruined body, but the cannon on its severed arm still glowed. Its charge only now beginning to fade.

      Of course.

      With the core destroyed, all that remained were scattered pieces of magi-tech weaponry.

      She’d always been good with magi-tech.

      Unable to run, Mickey hobbled over and wrestled the heavy arm into something close to a firing position. It nearly slipped from her grip, but she held on, reaching with what little anima she had left, and brushed it against the fading charge still housed inside.

      She felt it.

      The power was leaking fast, but it was still there. Like a dam holding back a flood, the pressure was building behind a narrow spigot. The weapon wanted to fire.

      Without thinking, she pushed. The cannon fired into the sky. The recoil knocked her flat. Grinning, she scrambled back up.

      Felix staggered as Butcher’s claw came inches from gutting him.

      “Felix! Make like a cocodri!” Mickey shouted.

      Felix only hesitated an instant, then dropped flat.

      Right as Mickey released the dam.

      The first yellow blast tore through Butcher’s thigh, ripping away chunks of muscle and instantly cauterizing the wound.

      The crocodilian vampire had just enough time to look surprised before the next six carved a line from hip to shoulder, slicing him in half. He staggered, mouth frozen mid-scream, as his torso slid off his legs.

      Mickey dropped the cannon and collapsed. When the whiplash eased enough for her to breathe easier, she saw Felix—back in human form—grinning down at her.

      “Cocodri?”

      “Didn’t want Butcher to know what I meant,” she said, taking his hand. “Figured a proper Cajun would catch the hint.”

      She nodded toward Butcher’s twitching remains. “He’s not coming back, right?”

      His grin widened.

      “You cut that couillon in half with a magical Gatlin’ gun,” he said, helping George, also in human form, to his feet. “Even that ugly bastard ain’t crawlin’ back from that.”

      Mickey nodded. “Good.”

      She staggered over to the corpse. The chain holding Owen’s amulet was cinched tight around Butcher’s neck, biting into dead flesh, but she worked a finger underneath and yanked it free.

      With a shuddering breath she lifted the paw-shaped amulet and slipped it into her pocket.

      And she was whole again.

      Her gaze drifted between the brothers. Bare chested, the resemblance—right down to the matching muscle definition—was uncanny.

      In the fog beyond, gunfire cracked in scattered bursts, punctuated by screams.

      “You brought backup,” she said, glancing at George.

      Felix chuckled. “Yeah, well…it’s amazin’ what a little talk with your disappointed patron Loa can inspire.” He clapped a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Mickey McFinn, meet my brotha, George Baptiste.”

      George gave her a quick once-over and opened his mouth, but was interrupted by another bolt of green lightning shot from the rotunda, followed by renewed screams.

      “Gods damn it!” Mickey cursed, whirling toward the fog-choked skyline. “How many was that? Five? Six?”

      The brothers exchanged a grim look as she moved to retrieve Kara. The rifle felt heavier now.

      “Every one of those blasts means they made another sacrifice,” she said, slinging the weapon and grabbing what was left of her pack.

      Both men tensed, eyes fixed on the rotunda.

      “Hallie?” Felix asked.

      “I don’t know,” Mickey said, pulling out her last magazine.

      “The Saints are already fighting the LME and their shamblers,” Felix said. “If we…”

      Mickey ejected the old mag and slid in the new.

      Five shots left. Not even enough anima to enhance a single one.

      “No time,” she said, limping toward the roof’s edge. “At this pace, it’ll be over in minutes.”

      “Where you goin’?” George growled.

      “Sorry, kids,” Mickey muttered, working the bolt. “Momma’s still got work to do.”

      George stepped forward, but Felix cut him off.

      “No time for that foolishness, Geo,” he said. “You saw her. Your boys won’t make it in time, and she’s got the goods.”

      They were interrupted as a deafening screech tore through the rotunda, followed by a massive green beam lancing into the sky.

      Mickey’s heart dropped. “No…”

      Despair stole the last of her strength. Her knees buckled. She collapsed.

      “We’re too late,” she whispered.

      That was the seventh.

      All seven women.

      Gone.

      She’d failed them.

      And if she didn’t stop them from killing Mononobe, the city, maybe the country, would be lost.

      And how are you going to do that, Mick? You’ve got practically no ammunition, less anima, and your allies are so far away they might as well be on the moon.

      She tried to push the thought down, but the weight of failure crushed her—locking her in place.

      The brothers turned toward the stage, dismay etched across their faces. Then Felix blinked.

      “Wait,” he said. “That wasn’t lightning.”

      George’s eyes lit up.

      “You right,” he said. “That was different. Like the shot we saw earlier.”

      Mickey frowned. “That had come from Lichten. But why would he fire another blast like that?”

      A wild hope sparked in her chest.

      She was moving toward the roof’s edge before she realized it.

      Pulse racing, she dropped to her stomach and leveled Kara through the fog.

      He wouldn’t need another blast like that unless he was aiming at something.

      Or someone.

      As her vision cleared, her breath caught.

      The stage was in ruins, half of it scorched black, littered with scattered, unidentifiable remains.

      And there, lying on his stomach, suit in tatters, half his body charred—was Mononobe.

      But the flicker of relief died away the moment her gaze lifted. Standing over him, motionless and monstrous, was the scarred Illithid. The Lich Lord held a young woman—Hallie Baptiste, she realized—in its arms, blade poised at her throat.

      Mickey’s pulse spiked. She grit her teeth and scraped together what little anima she had left, channeling it into Kara’s scope. The lich’s head sharpened into focus.

      The angle was bad. She could barely make out the flickering green gem in its eye.

      The knife grazed Hallie’s neck.

      It would’ve been a tough shot under perfect conditions, a steady platform, well-rested body, and clear weather.

      But in this filthy rain, with gusting wind and trembling fingers?

      Nearly impossible.

      Yet as she lay on her stomach—bloody, broken, and whiplashed—Mickey’s lips split into a wild grin.

      My kind of odds, she thought.

      And squeezed the trigger.
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          WHISKEY TAKES HIS LIFE

        

      

    

    
      October 31, 1951

      Whiskey’s mind was fogged with exhaustion, pain, and self-hatred. His body was racked with damage no living thing should endure. His well was emptier than he’d ever thought possible. He couldn’t move. Couldn’t think.

      All he could do was watch.

      So when the eight-millimeter round struck the Lich Lord in the cheek, just below the phylactery, tearing through muscle, tendon, and bone before exploding out the bottom of its jaw⁠—

      He blinked.

      Alte Rector howled, releasing Hallie, its hands flying to the tentacles now hanging by threads of shredded flesh.

      The crushing weight pinning Whiskey down faltered, just enough for something inside him to slip the leash.

      And Passenger roared:

      “Now’s your chance, Kinichiro! Move!”

      Again, time slowed to a crawl, but unlike before, when Whiskey’s perception shifted due to his Gifts, the moment simply extended, crystallizing into a clarity beyond reality, and Whiskey lost a full heartbeat realizing the crazed voice was the entity he’d named Passenger.

      It had broken free, and ravaged by Need as it was, it still pulsed with rage and defiance, surging through the cracks in Rector’s control, tearing at the weakened hold.

      The change was so sudden, so unexpected, Whiskey wasted a full heartbeat blinking in shock.

      “What?” he thought.

      “McFinn!” Passenger shouted. “It has to be her! Only she’d be stubborn enough to keep fighting after taking a blast like that. So should you!”

      “But,” Whiskey thought. “I did. I ignored the Way. I⁠—”

      Passenger made a frustrated sound.

      “You failed!” it said. “So what? You made a choice. It was⁠—”

      Passenger cried out, and Whiskey felt it being dragged down by the Lich Lord’s will.

      “Doesn’t…matter!” it screamed, pain and stress making its voice rise in pitch. “Make another! And another! Like the…damned hunter! Don’t stop! Fight, gods damn it!”

      The words struck Whiskey like a flaming arrow to the heart. Despite everything, Passenger was still fighting. Still trying to protect him.

      And it wasn’t telling him to follow it.

      Or the Way.

      Or even McFinn.

      It was telling him to move.

      To act.

      To choose.

      To keep choosing.

      No matter the outcome.

      A sudden fire spread through Whiskey. It felt like sweeping up shards of glass with bare hands, but he gathered the last of his resolve, forced the final dregs of anima from his soul⁠—

      And triggered Ambition.

      A strangled cry tore from his throat as he forced his burned and broken limbs to move.

      He got his hands beneath him and launched himself at the lich.

      They crashed together in a tangle of bloodied limbs, sliding across the shattered stage. Alte Rector thrashed, landing thunderous blows, but Whiskey ignored them. He focused on one thing—the glowing gem embedded in its scarred eye socket.

      His fingers brushed it, but the damned thing was just out of reach.

      Just a little more…

      His fingers closed around the gem.

      NO! Alte Rector boomed.

      Fresh agony surged through him as the lich’s will crashed over his mind, but Whiskey pulled, muscles screaming, desperate to tear it free. The crystal wouldn’t budge.

      YOU ARE MINE, DEMON! AND YOU. WILL. HOLD!

      No!

      He still had the gem. It was right there. If he could just…

      The last threads of anima slipped from his grasp, and Ambition failed.

      His body froze—locked in place.

      Passenger roared, but the voice was fading, smothered beneath the Lich Lord’s laughter.

      FOOL. MY WILL IS TOO STRONG. MY AUTHORITY UNDENIABLE. I AM INEVITABLE.

      Whiskey gasped, his body sagging.

      He locked eyes with Alte Rector. The Illithid’s tentacles writhed as it commanded.

      RELEASE ME.

      Whiskey gasped as his first finger slipped free. The Lich Lord’s will pressed deeper, invading his body, his mind. Then the second finger released.

      And the third.

      He screamed, fighting to hold on, but the lich’s power was overwhelming.

      And he was tired.

      Spent.

      Weak.

      And…

      The realization struck like a spike to the brain. Something inside him snapped. The world tilted. Even now—through the soul-crushing exhaustion and pain—he felt it.

      The Need.

      Clawing at him like a beast in a cage. He was hungry. Desperately hungry.

      With his last finger still wrapped around the phylactery, he could feel the Illithid’s emotions.

      Raw. Powerful. And unguarded.

      Alte Rector was ancient. Strong. And fueled by a rage so vast it drowned everything else.

      Whiskey’s lips peeled back in a bloodied rictus.

      He could work with that.

      There was barely a thread of anima left in him, but he didn’t need strength. He needed leverage. Reaching inward one last time, he triggered Passion. His will latched onto the Lich Lord’s fury like a starving beast.

      And bit down.

      Alte Rector struck back immediately, swatting him aside, but not before Whiskey tore away a scrap.

      And as his last finger slipped free, he triggered Wrath. A needle of violet energy shot from his palm, and pierced the gem like a blade through a heart.

      Green light surged as cracks spiderwebbed across its surface. The crystal whined—high and sharp—its pitch building, rising, screaming.

      Then, with a cascading wail of shattering glass, the phylactery exploded in his hand. The Illithid bucked and thrashed, flinging Whiskey backward.

      The world spun in a blur of color and pain as he tumbled to the edge of the stage, and when he could think again, his heart sank.

      The Lich Lord was still standing. Its wounds no longer healed, but Alte Rector still stood.

      ENOUGH OF THIS! it shrieked in his mind, raising both hands. A ball of green fire bloomed overhead, casting its silhouette against the bonfire like death made flesh.

      YOU WILL SUFFER FOR THE PAIN CAUSED THIS DAY!

      Darkness closed around the edges of Whiskey’s vision. Each breath came harder than the last. He tried to rise, but his body wouldn’t obey. There was nothing left to give.

      This was it.

      He blinked slowly—almost dreamlike—as he realized the thought didn’t scare him. Didn’t even enrage him.

      It just made him sad.

      Sad that, despite everything, he wasn’t enough.

      Sad for the many, many people that would pay for his failings.

      And most of all, he realized, he was sad that he’d betrayed his parent’s memory—their wishes—and the faith of everyone foolish enough to believe he could be something more than the monster he was.

      So, with sorrow in his heart, he looked into Alte Rector’s eye and waited for the end.

      The fireball swelled, ballooning to the size of a beach ball…then a small car. Alte Rector screamed, its black eye blazing as it stepped forward and⁠—

      A sharp crack tore through the rotunda.

      The Lich Lord jerked. The fireball flickered. Then vanished.

      Alte Rector looked at his hands in confusion, then back to Whiskey, as—just for a stunned moment—Illithid and Oni looked upon each other.

      Then black blood began to leak from the Lich Lord’s chest.

      He staggered, clutching at the wound, a garbled screech escaping his mouth as he turned to flee.

      But he jerked again as a second hole bloomed a few inches from the first.

      Then a third.

      And a fourth.

      Alte Rector reeled, tentacles writhing, black ichor pouring down his front.

      NO! it wailed. MY AUTHORITY IS…UNDENIABLE!

      Whiskey’s body screamed with pain. Every breath was torture. But he bared his teeth in a bloodied smile.

      “Turns out,” he rasped, “it isn’t.”

      And with the last of his strength, he raised his leg, and kicked Alte Rector into the fire.

      The scream that followed echoed through every soul present.

      THIS IS NOT THE END! the lich’s voice thundered inside their minds.

      Then the bonfire exploded in a pillar of green flame. A shock wave tore through the rotunda, flattening anything still standing.

      Behind Whiskey came a thunderous crash. The sealed doors of the ruined structure burst open, and LME soldiers poured in, another golem stomping behind them.

      Weapons raised, they surged toward the stage…

      And kept running as a fresh volley of gunfire ripped through the din, followed by a wave of FBI agents storming in, police blues at their flanks, led by a red-haired giant in a tartan plaid bow tie.

      The G-men mowed down zombies and handlers alike.

      A gunfight unlike anything seen since the war erupted across the rotunda.

      Tracer rounds carved through the smoke.

      Spells ignited the walls.

      Bodies dropped in waves.

      Whiskey hardly noticed.

      He was too busy watching the Lich Lord vanish into the inferno.

      As unconsciousness closed in, one final thought whispered through his mind:

      Huh. So that’s what it takes to kill a hydra…
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        INTRO—WILCOX (0:15)

        [MUSIC CUE: Five-Minute News jingle]

        This is Ted Wilcox with a special bulletin from KCNBC, brought to you by the Blazeon Manufacturing Company—proud partner of the Cloud Nine Corporation.

        Blazeon—connecting people, with the magic of innovation!

        And now, your Charlie Pulcher special report—the Carnaval Catastrophe.

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (2:30)

        [MUSIC CUE: Sorrowful bed]

        Tomorrow marks one week since that fateful Halloween night when celebration turned to chaos, terror, and loss.

        As San Franciscans sift through the wreckage and work to restore the City by the Bay to normalcy, Americans everywhere are asking: What really happened—and could it happen in their town, too?

        Here’s what we know:

        On October 31, San Francisco played host to two major events—the historic NATO peace treaty signing and the first-ever Carnaval de Otoño, a festival celebrating the fall season. But the revelry turned to ruin when a man-made fog—intended to enhance the spooky spectacle—was contaminated with the hallucinogenic drug Bliss.

        Regular listeners will recall earlier reports on Bliss: a potent and dangerous compound that’s been creeping into American communities. That night, it turned joy into nightmare.

        Witnesses reported visions of monsters, twisted lightning, booming thunder in unnatural hues—even a swirling black vortex above the Palace of Fine Arts, reportedly shattered by a bolt of green flame.

        Though some of the stranger claims remain unverified, the devastation is real—and heartbreaking.

        In all, 144 lives were lost—most of them San Franciscans. Thousands more were injured. Damages are estimated in the millions. It will take years to rebuild.

        And yet, it could have been worse. Thanks to the swift action of the FBI, local clergy, the San Francisco Police Department, and the National Guard—equipped with the latest in magi-tech—the death toll wasn’t higher.

        But this was no act of nature. It was a man-made catastrophe. And that raises the most urgent question of all: Who is responsible?

        [SFX CUE: Crowd walla]

        President Truman, who was in San Francisco at the time of the disaster, has pledged a full investigation. That promise bore fruit today.

        FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover—also present during the peace treaty proceedings—identified the culprits: a criminal syndicate known as Las Mentes Elevadas.

        According to Hoover, the gang originated in Mexico and has established ties to Bliss trafficking on both sides of the border. The bureau’s findings state that the group infiltrated Zephyr Party Planning—the company responsible for producing the fog.

        [CUE: Hoover recording]

        “This violent gang, filled with mythics and evildoers with Communist leanings, sought to sow chaos. Like the Japanese at Pearl Harbor, they will face the full might of the United States. The FBI will be its sword as well as its shield.”

      

      

      
        
        PULCHER (0:30)

        Further investigation by this station has revealed that Zephyr Party Planning is a wholly owned subsidiary of PS United. Hugh Lichten—CEO, founder, and one of the festival’s most vocal champions—was unavailable for comment.

        However, a company spokesperson issued a formal apology to the families of the victims and pledged a significant donation to the San Francisco Restoration Fund.

        San Francisco will recover. But the scars of October 31—both on the city and in its people—may not fade so easily.

      

      

      PULCHER (0:15)

      When we return—political tensions rise as Governor Warren challenges continued federal control of National Guard units in the city. Plus, Chairman Stalin comments on Soviet troop withdrawals—and what the move could mean for Germany’s eastern front—right after this message from Blazeon.

      
        
        COMMERCIAL BREAK (1:35)

        BOY:

        Gee, Ma! I’m gonna be late for school again. The fellas are really gonna let me have it!

        GIRL:

        Teacher says if I don’t eat right in the mornings, my grades will suffer.

        HUSBAND:

        Hey, honey, is breakfast ready?

        WIFE:

        Oh! What am I going to do?

        WILCOX:

        Are mornings a madhouse in your home? Looking to save time and still serve up a hot, hearty breakfast the whole family can enjoy? The innovators at Blazeon have the answer to all your breakfast woes—the new Velo-Toaster Microwave Oven!

        Whether it’s crispy toast, fluffy eggs, or just-right oatmeal, the Velo-Toaster prepares piping-hot meals in seconds. Just turn the easy-read dial to your favorite dish, place your finger on the patented Blazeon sensor, and zap! With advanced microwave enchantment and the very latest in magi-tech, the Velo-Toaster delivers a perfect meal—no muss, no fuss.

        And with Blazeon’s trusted dampener grid, there’s no whiplash—guaranteed.

        [SFX CUE: Ding!]

        BOY:

        Looks like I’ll be the one waiting on the fellas today!

        GIRL:

        Now I’m ready for anything!

        HUSBAND:

        Thanks, honey—you did it again!

        WIFE:

        And thank you, Velo-Toaster!

        WILCOX:

        The Velo-Toaster Microwave Oven, by Blazeon. A proud partner of the Cloud Nine Corporation.

        Blazeon—connecting people, with the magic of innovation!
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      November 6, 1951

      “Here you are, Miss McFinn.”

      “What’s this?” Mickey grunted as she accepted the deceptively heavy parcel.

      A week of rest and carefully monitored voodoo recovery had mended her wounds, but she was still rebuilding her strength after days of doing little but sleep and talk.

      The young man flashed one of the Baptiste triplets’ signature Colgate smiles. After a week of regular visits, she still couldn’t tell them apart.

      “Momma said since you’re leavin’ town, you’ll probably fall back into your old eatin’ habits,” he said, cocking a hip and launching into a surprisingly good impression of Jasmine Baptiste. “And while I have strength in my lungs, you can be damned sure I’m not lettin’ a grown woman eat nothin’ but gas station jerky and coffee.”

      He winked. “So she had Raul slap together a goodie bag for you.”

      Mickey opened the parcel and her brows shot up. The inside held the same swirling blackness that filled the glove compartment of the Super Deluxe. Reaching in, she found one side of the darkness warm and the other cool.

      “Raul said that’s a year’s worth of hot food, fresh fruit, and vegetables,” the young man said happily. He leaned in and pointed at an empty, ketchup-smeared plate. “And that includes enough hamburgers to satisfy our favorite little buddy,” he added in a whisper.

      Before Mickey could reply, her hair blew back as if caught in a sudden gust. The young man grunted, flinching as something unseen crashed into him.

      “You mean it?” Bullet’s voice asked, bubbling with excitement. “You’re not yankin’ my chain?”

      “Hey! Careful with the duds.” The triplet laughed as his shirt crinkled and shifted, as if something the size of a medium dog were crawling all over him. His jerking spasms drew curious glances from nearby diners. “Ngh…no chain yankin’! Promise! Now stop squirmin’, will ya? That tickles!”

      The young man gave one last dramatic twitch before Mickey’s hair swirled again and Bullet returned to his seat.

      “Hot damn!” he crowed. “I love these people!”

      Aware of the onlookers, Duo offered a sheepish smile and spread his arms wide like a stage magician. “Ta-da,” he announced, finishing with a theatrical bow.

      A few patrons clapped, while most shook their heads and returned to their meals. Mickey couldn’t help it; she laughed, a real, honest-to-goodness laugh. The release of tension left a pleasant warmth in her chest, a lightness that momentarily chased away the familiar weight of her worries. Then, as they always did, the moment passed, and she found herself unable to meet the young man’s eyes.

      “Duo, I…” she started, gesturing toward the bag. “I can’t accept this. It’s too much.”

      Duo surprised her by cutting her off with a raised hand.

      “Firstly, we figured you’d say that, and Momma wanted me to remind you that anyone who saves a Baptiste becomes a Baptiste.”

      The boyish grin softened into something startlingly reminiscent of his father’s. “Hallie is alive because of what you and Whiskey did, Miss McFinn. A little free food doesn’t come close to the gift of life.

      “And secondly,” he added with a wink, “I’m Uno.”

      Mickey winced.

      “Damn it. Right. Uno wears the white shirt, Duo does teal.” She pointed at the brother in the teal shirt carrying a serving tray.

      The teal-clad triplet paused long enough to offer a lopsided smile. “Uh, close, Miss McFinn. I’m Tre. Duo wears pink.”

      Mickey rolled her eyes. “Whatever,” she muttered, as he continued on with his delivery. She turned back to Uno.

      “Thank you, Uno. Be sure to tell your mom accepted with the utmost gracious dignity.”

      Uno’s grin returned. “You got it.” He lifted his pot of coffee. “Top you off?”

      Mickey glanced out the window, where a line of people stretched around Blessed Spiritual Workers and St. Dominic’s Churches. The Baptistes had partnered with the neighboring Franciscan priests to provide food and healing. Voodoo cooks handed out hot meals, while friars offered clothes and magical care to those shut out of the overcrowded hospitals. The people of the neighborhood no longer had to trek across town to the packed, overworked National Guard triage camps.

      Hells, even George Baptiste had joined in, lending his Saints’ power to help the priests.

      The Cat Felix Diner had stayed open, too, cutting prices as low as they could while keeping the staff paid and the shelves stocked. With the whole city reeling, there was no shortage of folks who needed help.

      “That’d be great,” she said.

      As Uno refilled her coffee, he snapped his fingers. “Oh, one more thing.” He gestured to the empty seat across from her.

      “I’ll check on you in a mo’, Miss McFinn,” he said. Narrowing his eyes at the space beside her, he walked off to tend other tables.

      Her hair stirred again as she watched him go.

      “Boss,” Bullet said quietly. “They’re here.”

      Mickey nodded. She’d chosen this booth for its clear view of the door, so she was ready when it opened and Felix Baptiste stepped aside to let Whiskey Mononobe in. Felix scanned the diner—it was still relatively quiet—but Mononobe locked eyes with her immediately.

      As always, he was dressed to the nines in a perfectly tailored navy-blue suit, a pinstriped shirt, black tie, and dark gray fedora, looking every bit the picture of calm control. And, as always, he looked perfectly fine, as if the wounds he’d suffered fighting a Lich Lord—injuries that would have killed or crippled even a Deva—had never happened.

      She supposed that if she were a damned Oni like Mononobe, a week of what Felix called “strictly regulated convalescence” at the Afterlife would’ve left her good as new, too.

      Felix grinned when he saw her, and she stood to accept his customary hug.

      “There she is!” he said warmly. “Hope you weren’t waitin’ too long.” He shot Mononobe a glance. “Somebody had a time pickin’ out their next ensemble.”

      Mononobe sniffed and brushed a speck of lint from his jacket. “Gregory was kind enough to supply options,” he said, his lips twitching. “My hands were tied.” His periwinkle eyes flicked toward Mickey. “And we made it, didn’t we? That’s what counts.”

      Felix rolled his eyes. Dressed, as always, in well-worn jeans and a short-sleeved button-down, he muttered, “You’re an odd duck, Kin.” Then, softening, he added, “Oh—and Hallie wanted me to let her know when you stopped by. She wants to thank you both.”

      A jolt of guilt shot through Mickey, and she glanced away. Somehow, the idea of being thanked by anyone—when she’d failed so many—didn’t sit right. To her surprise, when she looked at Mononobe, he seemed just as uncomfortable at the prospect of talking to their lone survivor.

      Felix caught the exchange and smiled sympathetically. “Don’t worry, she ain’t here. After everything she’s been through, it’ll be a miracle if George lets her outside before next year.” He tilted his head, studying them both, and looked as if he meant to continue, but a crash from the back cut him short, followed by raised voices.

      “Boys…” He sighed, giving them an apologetic look. “Please ’scuse me.”

      That left Mickey standing alone with Mononobe.

      “Uh,” she said, glancing at him. “Want to sit?”

      Mononobe took the seat across from her. Once they settled, Mickey pulled a stuffed manila envelope from her coat and slid it across the table. “Care package from Special Agent Crane. Your consultant contract’s been reinstated. You’re expected back on the job as soon as you’re up to it.”

      He grunted and managed a weak smile. “Lucky me.”

      “Indeed.” Mickey grinned. “Oh, and one more thing.”

      She kicked him under the table.

      “Ow!” he said, dipping to rub his shin. “What was that for?”

      “That,” she said primly, “is for making me play your damn secretary all week. You know how annoying it is, making excuses for you while you were undergoing your precious”—she air-quoted—“convalescence?”

      To her surprise, Bullet appeared on her shoulder like a pirate’s parrot—if the parrot had crawled out of hell, and mimicked her glare. “Very annoying,” he said, then vanished again.

      “Thank you, Bullet,” she muttered, arms crossed. “That Inspector Bruno’s worse than a dog with a bone, and that little turd he rolls with? Gordon? He’s one comment away from a date with Kara.”

      “Inspector?” Mononobe asked. “He’s a lieutenant.”

      Mickey shrugged. “Not anymore. And stop pretending you’re hurt,” she added. “I’ve seen what you can take.”

      Mononobe grimaced.

      “I still feel pain,” he grumbled, though she caught a flicker of amusement in those damned pretty eyes. The jerk.

      He took a breath. “And regret. I’m sorry, Mickey.” He glanced toward the window and added, “And Bullet.”

      From that exact spot, Bullet’s voice replied, irritated, “How does this guy keep findin’ me?” then fell silent again.

      Mononobe’s lips twitched ever so slightly before he continued. “You’re right,” he said quietly. “It took longer than I hoped to get back on my feet.”

      “You mean without losing control and eating people?” Mickey blurted, then immediately winced, cursing her thrice-damned tongue.

      His expression froze. The muscles in his jaw tightened, his neck and shoulders going rigid as the air between them grew heavy. Then he drew a long, steady breath, and his eyes dropped to his hands.

      When he finally spoke, his voice was low—raw.

      “Rose Buffet. Elsa Cierva. Merida Tietjen. Dorothy Alcantara. Alice Suena. Maggie Pomponio.”

      He said each name slowly. Deliberately. Like a prayer. Like penance.

      Mickey’s chest tightened. She blinked and looked away, staring at her own trembling hands. Along with resting, and talking, she’d done a lot of this too. The joint funeral for Maggie and Jeffrey Pomponio had been especially hard.

      “Six lives,” he continued quietly. “People who left behind families. Friends. If I wasn’t what I am, that might not be the case,” he said softly. “And that’s not counting the one hundred and thirty-eight others who died. Or the thousands who were hurt.”

      Her vision blurred.

      Six women.

      Innocents who had died horribly because she hadn’t been smart enough, fast enough, good enough. She shivered.

      And here she was—alive. She’d survived. Again.

      I always do.

      She drew a shaky breath, unable to look up. But Mononobe wasn’t finished. His voice had gone hoarse—gravel-rough.

      “How do you do it?” he asked.

      Mickey looked up. “Do what?”

      “How do you keep going?”

      The question just sat there.

      Heavy as the sky.

      Mickey wiped tears from her eyes, the absurdity of the question catching her breath. How in all the hells was she supposed to answer that? Yet as she met his vulnerable, nearly pleading gaze, she saw something she recognized all too well—desperation, confusion, guilt. All of it.

      He’s a survivor. Like you.

      “Perhaps what you carry out of here gives someone else a chance down the road.”

      Coyote’s words echoed through her mind, drawing a little hiccup of laughter from her chest.

      Gods, she thought, giving a noisy sniffle.

      “Oh, you know…” She toyed with the bear paw pendant around her neck. “Sometimes it’s good to remember the world’s not all bad. There’s still some good worth fighting for.”

      She paused, then cleared her throat as a wry smile tugged at her lips.

      “Or some such bullshit.”

      The corners of Mononobe’s mouth twitched, but he nodded, and that vulnerability she’d glimpsed vanished as if it had never existed.

      “Thank you, Michelle McFinn,” he said. “For doing what I couldn’t. When I failed, you rose up. You saved my city—my country. Millions of souls sleep soundly tonight because of you. Your courage. Your wit. Your…” He smiled faintly. “Bravado. You’re a true hero. And I’m sorry I didn’t see it sooner.”

      There was no sarcasm in his voice. No joke.

      Just the glisten of unshed tears and a grim, bone-deep honesty.

      And somehow, she felt a little better. “Yeah, well…” she started, then trailed off.

      Nothing she could say felt like enough.

      So she just gave him a small, honest smile.

      Mononobe wiped his face and returned it.

      And they talked.

      They filled in the gaps, each sharing their side of the fight.

      Mickey told him about Butcher and Grady—how she’d realized too late that the dreams from Coyote, who she still hadn’t seen since the curse ended, weren’t just warnings about the Lich Lord but about the Illithid behind it.

      “If you ever see him again,” Mononobe said, his grin turning sharp, “be sure to thank him for the clear, concise messaging.”

      Mickey grinned back, though even thinking about facing something that powerful again wound her shoulders so tight she half expected her head might snap off if she turned too fast.

      Mononobe gave her one of his infuriatingly perceptive looks before shifting the topic. “Did anyone figure out how Butcher and his vampires transformed the way they did?”

      She nodded, welcoming the new tack. “The FBI brought in their special crime scene unit. Said the vamps were so loaded with a new strain of Zeal they’d never seen before. Examining what was left of the bodies, they were amazed their hearts didn’t explode before my bomb did.”

      Mononobe shook his head. “If that was just Zeal that did all that, I’m an angelic ogre with orange eyes.”

      Mickey snorted and fished out a cracked, charred wooden pendant carved into the shape of a crocodile.

      “Each one had one of these.”

      Mononobe studied the charm, the light catching faint runes etched along its edges. As he examined it, Mickey noticed the shadows tugging at the hems of his coat—just slightly out of sync with the light.

      A tendril flickered around his wrist, like a second hand tracing the charm’s surface. She watched as he—or they—examined it. Then the shadow snapped back into place.

      “I don’t recognize it,” he said at last.

      Mickey narrowed her eyes, but the shadow again looked normal. Whatever was controlling it seemed content to pretend it was ordinary. For now.

      “You really are one scary guy,” she said with a sigh.

      He cocked his head, but she waved him off, her hand moving to fiddle with her bear pendant. It tinkled next to the new addition, a gift from Rosie.

      “Never mind. According to Crane, it’s some kind of totem. Each vamp had one with a different animal. This one’s used to channel the spirit of a caiman—a South American relative of the crocodile. Combine that with this new Berserker stuff, and apparently you get shape-shifting vampire abominations.”

      Mononobe frowned. “The idea of something like that hitting the streets is…” He trailed off.

      “Crazy,” Mickey finished.

      “Scary,” he clarified.

      Mickey had to suppress a shiver at the thought of anything that could scare an Oni. “That too,” she said, taking a sip of coffee. “Either way, I suspect you’ll have plenty of time to look into it on your next assignment.”

      He tilted his head. “Is that a fact?”

      She shrugged, letting her gaze linger on the large envelope he’d left on the table. “Call it woman’s intuition.”

      He favored her with a raised eyebrow and one of his micro-smiles before sharing his side of the story—how his Oni nature, his ability to siphon anima, had made him the perfect puppet. Even without Schultz’s direct touch, the necromantic power of the Lich Lord had been enough to control him. He told her how Hallie’s bracelet had shielded him just enough to break free—likely because Isaiah had calibrated the gris-gris specifically to counter both necromancers and Illithids.

      “Jeepers,” Mickey said, lifting her arm to study the beaded bracelet on her wrist, another gift from the Baptistes. “Voodoo is somethin’ else.”

      “If they know what they’re stopping, given time, they can be extremely effective,” Mononobe agreed.

      Mickey touched the beads, letting her senses trace the faint hum of protective magic woven through them. “So,” she said, “you killed Schultz, who was also a lich, and survived Lichten’s big green blast.”

      A faint smile touched his lips. “Thankfully, they didn’t account for my sniper support being harder to kill than a New York cockroach.”

      Mickey grinned. “Turns out, even without anima, a projectile moving at twenty-four hundred feet per second still gets the job done.”

      Mononobe’s smile faltered. “Though,” he said, his eyes going distant, “they had me—if not for one of them getting me the bracelet.” He looked out the window. “I didn’t see what happened to him.”

      “Walter Franklin,” Mickey offered. “Same guy from the papers—the one whose kid was abducted. He’s claiming Schultz had him under mind control, which, given who Schultz was, makes sense. But that’s for the justice system to figure out.” She couldn’t quite keep the pity from her voice. “Lost his arm for his trouble.”

      Seeing Mononobe’s pained expression, she quickly raised her hands. “Hey, don’t worry too much. The guy’s loaded. Rosie says he’ll probably get one of those fancy magi-tech prosthetics. Supposedly better than the real thing.”

      She sighed. “Problem for ol’ Walter is Crane dug deeper. Turns out the Russians were blackmailing him too—threats, photos, the works. They even went after his wife. She showed up with a lawyer, and he hasn’t spoken since. Doctors think the stress broke him. The FBI has him under guard.”

      Mononobe exhaled slowly, and Mickey could almost see him compartmentalize the information. “What’s next for you?” he asked.

      “Hopefully, whatever pays the most,” Bullet interjected. “We gotta start savin’ for retirement.”

      Mononobe raised an eyebrow.

      Mickey rolled her eyes. “He’s been talking about opening a diner all week.”

      “And a shooting range!” Bullet added defensively. “Think about it—Boss’s, Bullet’s, and Burgers. Come for the guns, stay for the burgers. Fun for the whole family!”

      Mickey gave Mononobe a long-suffering look. “Don’t bother,” she said, shaking her head at his questioning expression. “And to answer your question, there are loose ends. The FBI can deny it all they want, but I’m sure a few LME bastards slipped through. I’m not letting them off easy.”

      “Boss,” Bullet whined. “We talked about this.”

      She held up a hand. “Relax. We’ll chase contracts while we tie things up. It’s not like my debt’s going anywhere.”

      Mononobe gave her a knowing look. She returned it.

      “So you’ll take the loud approach,” he said.

      Mickey smirked. “Stick to what I know.”

      He nodded. “I hoped you’d say that.”

      Then he pulled a photo from his pocket. It showed a tall scarecrow of a man with glasses.

      “Amos Sadie,” Mononobe said, handing it to her. “LME’s informant in the SFPD. He ran when he found out I’d confronted Bruno. If you can track him, he may be a good place to start.”

      Mickey began gathering her things, grin returning. “Thanks. And hey, if I find anything, maybe I’ll give you a call. Could be fun working together again.”

      Mononobe’s smile curved into something almost genuine. “No fucking way,” he deadpanned.

      For the second time that day, Mickey laughed.

      It felt really good.

      She extended a hand to Mononobe. “See you around, Whiskey.”

      He shook it.

      And with that, she turned and headed for the door.
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      Whiskey watched her go.

      “The woman is insane,” Passenger grumbled.

      “Probably,” Whiskey murmured, a small grin tugging at his lips.

      He looked down at the business card she’d slipped into his hand:

      Mickey with a Bullet

      Hunter for Hire

      On the back, in her scrawl,

      Leave a message. I might even return it.

      He chuckled, then glanced up as the door clicked shut behind her, leaving him alone.

      Surrounded by people.

      The restaurant buzzed, but his aura stayed tight. Shields up.

      “Stay sharp,” he thought, watching a National Guard jeep rumble down Steiner. “I’ll have to be extra careful moving forward.”

      Passenger pulsed an eye-roll.

      “Sure, boss,” it replied in a pretty good imitation of Bullet.

      Smiling faintly, Whiskey reached for the envelope on the table, then paused. Something poked at his lower back. Frowning, he reached behind him and pulled out a small object from his pocket.

      A black raven’s feather.

      He turned it over, eyes scanning the street outside, but saw no sign of its former owner.

      He sighed.

      The brothers wouldn’t wait forever.

      The thought left him feeling…

      He wasn’t sure.

      He shook his head, set the feather on the table, and picked up the envelope.

      There’d be time for that later.

      For now, there was work to be done.
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      Mickey’s thoughts churned as she made her way toward where she’d parked the Super Deluxe.

      With crowds still thick around the church and diner, and the streets clogged with National Guardsmen, she’d had to leave the car in an alley three blocks away—but she didn’t mind. Her body still ached, but compared to how she’d felt after the Palace of Fine Arts, it was nothing. The night air was crisp and cool—invigorating, even.

      She tilted her head back, letting the dusky skyline fill her vision.

      Helping save the city from the Illithid that killed Owen wasn’t everything.

      But it was something.

      Whistling softly, she slipped into the alley, a small smile tugging at her lips.

      Thanks to the Baptistes—who’d worked with the neighboring clergy to sound the alarm—the Fillmore had suffered the least damage in the city.

      After her brief hospital stay—where the doctors, impressed by how fast her wounds were healing thanks to Felix’s gris-gris, had booted her early—she’d learned from Bullet that Jasmine and the Franciscans at St. Dominic’s had conjured a divine wind that held the cursed fog at bay, carving out a safe zone around Pine and Steiner.

      Knowing the Baptistes now, it wasn’t surprising to hear their boys had teamed up with the friars to form rescue squads.

      She glanced across the street, where a corner store’s windows had been replaced with plywood.

      Even in the best places, people were still people.

      The Fillmore, like the rest of the city, would be rebuilding for months.

      And still, her smile widened.

      She had direction again. A purpose. The Illithid had allies. Some had escaped the chaos. She flicked the picture of the turncoat cop Mononobe had given her, then slipped it into her jacket.

      She’d find them.

      One by one.

      Her boots scuffed against the asphalt as she neared the far end of the alley, where the familiar bulk of the Super Deluxe waited under a flickering streetlamp.

      “Okay, Bullet,” she said to the empty air. “I know it’s late, but I’m itching to get started. We’ll swing by Rosie’s, grab a few supplies, then hit the road. Maybe find a place to sleep once we’re out of town. And before you start whining, I promise I’ll pick the most expensive bounty on the Sacramento board.”

      The alley was quiet, shadows stretched long by the broken lights. Her pace slowed as she neared the car. One bulb cast the Super Deluxe in hazy yellow; another had burned out, leaving the corner in deep shadow.

      “What do you say, Bullet?” she asked. “Sound like a plan?”

      No answer.

      The hairs on the back of her neck rose. She stopped.

      “Bullet?” she called, this time more cautious.

      No response—just the hum of distant cars and the wail of a far-off siren, San Francisco’s ever-present soundtrack.

      “Bullet, I know you’re mad about the diner, but I’m telling you, no one’s bringing their kids to a…”

      A sudden hiss cut her off.

      Sharp pain bloomed in her neck.

      “Ow!” she hissed, swatting at the spot. Her fingers brushed something small and metallic.

      “What the—?” She yanked it free.

      A tiny dart glinted in the dim light.

      What?

      But the gris-gris…

      She glanced down, eyes moving slower than they should, as they found her wrist. The bracelet was where it should be.

      Then why didn’t it⁠—?

      Then the world lurched.

      The pavement turned to jelly beneath her. She staggered, vision tilting, the alley warping and swimming around her.

      Her shoulder slammed into something hard. Pain flared. Her limbs turned heavy. Sluggish. Useless.

      She dropped, cheek pressed to the cold asphalt. Rolled onto her back, blinking up at the sky as the stars spun, blurring into streaks of color and light.

      She tried to move, but even the thought of it felt distant.

      She tried to cry out, but the sound was barely a whisper.

      Then she heard the sharp, deliberate clicks on concrete.

      Heels.

      Her head turned slowly, body moving as if underwater.

      Ruby-red pumps, cheap burlesque knockoffs of a pair made famous by that stupid movie, stepped into view, catching the flickering glow from the lot light.

      Mickey swallowed.

      She knew those shoes.

      Her thoughts spiraled, hazy and fractured, as she clung to what little consciousness remained.

      Well, she thought distantly. That can’t be good.

      The darkness closed in.

      And then everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        MICKEY AND WHISKEY WILL RETURN IN

        PARTNERS IN CRIME

      

      

      
        
        San Francisco is still picking up the pieces from the Carnaval disaster, but Mickey McFinn and Kinichiro “Whiskey” Mononobe don’t have the luxury of doing the same.

        Mickey has been forced into a job she doesn’t want—and if she fails, her best friend dies.

        Whiskey has been assigned to protect a senator from a terrorist threat. It should be simple. But of course, it isn’t.

        And while they’re pulled in different directions, something far more dangerous is moving against them both.

        This time, whether they like it or not, Mickey and Whiskey will be Partners in Crime.

      

      

      
        
        COMING SOON

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A QUICK NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you’re reading this, either you skipped way ahead, or you made it all the way to the end!

      

        

      
        If it’s the latter, well, hot dog!

        What did you think?

      

        

      
        First and foremost:

        THANK YOU.

      

        

      
        It’s been an absolute privilege sharing this story with you.

      

        

      
        If you enjoyed Crime Wave, I have one small favor to ask: please leave a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or wherever you picked up the book. Even a few words can help other readers discover the series, and it means a great deal to an independent author.

      

        

      
        If you’re ready for more, Partners in Crime is already underway. New chapters are available right now through my Patreon, where members can read along before the finished book is published. (There may be a freebie or two waiting for you there as well.)

        patreon.com/SeanTLafferty

      

        

      
        And you can find the latest news, upcoming releases, and more at:

        www.seantlaffertybooks.com

      

        

      
        Thank you again for reading Crime Wave.

      

        

      
        I hope I’ll see you for the next one.

      

        

      
        —Sean

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      An avid reader, often overly enthusiastic sports fan, and (when the spirit moves him) fitness enthusiast, Sean has been a fan of fantasy since he found that book he probably shouldn’t have been allowed to read in an airport bookstore. He lives in Colorado with his wife Danielle, two daughters, and the best four-legged pal a boy could ask for.

      
        
        Come say howdy at www.seantlaffertybooks.com
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