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      You would think I’m insane to walk away from this beautiful, alien, golden city in a bubble.

      Yeah, I know: putting Grace Stone and her cronies behind bars isn’t going to resurrect you. But I can admit by now that closing this case is no longer for you. I need to see the look on Stone’s face the moment that I destroy her. If that’s the bad old anger side of me, then so be it. But it feels more like an appetite for justice, the god Sol claimed I worship.

      Speaking of Sol, maybe I’m a bad friend for not sticking around and cheering him on during his... initiation. Truth is, I feel queasy and doubtful about the whole thing. But I am the one who pushed him in this direction in the first place. He raises his eyebrows at me and I look away.

      “Come on, Divya,” says Nadia Chopin, catching up to me. “You don’t have to leave right this second—isn’t vengeance best served cold?”

      “Forget it, Nadia,” Durmaz 1N says, interceding before Nadia can physically block me from entering the sphere to go back home. “You’ve got Sol’s implanting to oversee. Allard will come around on her own.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “When the time is right, I’ll gladly accept a full tour of … this.” I clasp Sol’s shoulder and add, “If this ends up feeling wrong at all, in any way, don’t let them put the thing in your wrist. Got it?”

      He gives me a tight smile. “I’m an adult, Divya. Just like you. See you on the flipside.”

      “Just … let me give you a few names to work on, at least,” Nadia says. “To help your crusade against the council. Jill Haven and Eddie Barndollar were two supposed overdoses—look into their cases. And one more: Hector Ferreira disappeared weeks ago, and I’m fearing the worst. Please, Divya.”

      “Got it.”

      My steps take me back to the sphere. The guards let me pass with only a glance. Then I’m floating through the low gravity of this strange temple of “the spirit of water” and I cross back through the Port to old Earth summer night.

      It’s anticlimactic to be back on familiar sand with familiar sea smells tickling my nostrils. The only souvenir I have from Stroyer’s Axle is the knowledge that Councilor Stone killed you, and I don’t even have evidence to back up this assertion.

      Nadia’s right: I’ll need proof that Stone and the other councilors killed someone. If they’ve really left a trail of cultist bodies, as Nadia claims, then I should be able to find an instance where they fucked up. Cover-ups are fragile things—the larger they get, the more people they involve, and the more likely they  crumble at a tender poke.

      I’ll start with the two cultist death cases marked as drug overdoses, Haven and Barndollar. Ferreira being a missing person case, that’d require a different approach, and less relevant to my own goals, but maybe I’ll see what I can find about that guy too.

      Prince, Lewis, Gomez. Those were the ones Nadia named as dirty cops.

      I need a good cop to help me from the inside. Milly Fragonard is the first one who comes to mind. She may not be happy with me, but she’s a woman of honor. She saw how I fought and subdued Evil Allard—Benazir—that horrible night at the station. She knows I’m on the side of the angels now, even if my wings are featherless and gnarled.

      It should be too late to bother her at her home, if she’s even at home rather than on duty. But I’m not the most considerate person around.

      The cult’s fisherman/lookout calls out to me as I’m leaving the shore: “Hey. Why you back by yourself?”

      I take a deep breath. It’s easier to control my irritation when I realize I’m talking to a teenage girl. Just a kid following orders.

      “Don’t worry, they’re all fine,” I tell her. “I just didn’t want to stick around for the initiation party.”

      “Oh. Too bad.” She puts the fishing pole down and holds up her wrist to show me the bulge there. “You gotta get one of these things. The voice you’ll hear … it’s amazing. You’ll learn so much.”

      “Yeah, sure,” I say, starting back up the path, then I stop. “The—voice? What voice?”

      The girl hesitates. Her eyes are shining. “Oh, you know. The voice of the multiverse. It’s—it tells you when a Port is nearby.”

      “I thought the thing just vibrated,” I say.

      She nods quickly. “Right. Yeah. That’s what I meant. Don’t… don’t trip, Detective Allard. It’s dark on the path.”
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        * * *

      

      Officer Milly Fragonard’s house is dark. Four copies of the Portsmouth Porthole lie on her doorstep, all different dates. I knock anyway, and nothing happens.

      Hm.

      I guess everyone’s entitled to a vacation. But the timing seems suspicious.

      Regardless, I’m not about to break into the poor woman’s house. I just got out of jail, and if I’m going to get Milly’s help, a B&E won’t be the key to her heart. I scoop up today’s edition of the Porthole and take it with me.

      I drive back to the Portsmouth community parking lot, and of course the fucking summer tourists have jammed all the spaces. Bravo, City Council; at least they’re pumping in plenty of blood money. I head over to the South End and find a spot in one of the tiny, narrow residential streets.

      Walking around the neighborhood feels like stepping back in time to the 1700s, when men were men and slaves were slaves. The houses are within spitting distance of Prescott Park, and spit these people do whenever the artsy folks dare to host a concert in the park. Even now I can see a couple of decibel meters perched in front windows, awaiting the next “assault” from a folk singer’s tunes.

      I go home.

      The landlord, Piscataqua Savings Bank, patched up the door to my apartment for me while I was in jail. I chuckle now, thinking about how frantic I was to retrieve another outfit on that crazy night. My twin, my clone, had stolen the clothes right off me while I was unconscious.

      I pull out some lettuce and tomatoes and carrots I picked up earlier today and make a salad. I have a renewed appreciation for fresh produce after my stay in “The Rock.” I sit at my little kitchen table and open the Porthole to catch up on what I’ve been missing.

      The huge headline catches me off guard. Half-chewed salad drops back into the bowl.

      “COP CONDUCT QUESTIONED” is the first thing I see. Below, the subhed reads “Fragonard accused of manipulating widower to get in will.”

      Old proud and tall Milly, trying to trick some old sap out of his money? I’d sooner believe an extradimensional gate that could create clones of people than—well. I pick up the Porthole.

      “AMELIA JONES, ajones@portsmouthporthole.com — New allegations rocked the Portsmouth Police Department yesterday against Officer Millicent Fragonard, a three-year member of the force. Fragonard stands accused of abusing her police powers by improperly insinuating herself into the life of elderly local resident and multimillionaire Scott Shaughnessy, to the point of working with a lawyer to be written into his will.

      Shaughnessy’s adult children, Melanie Dow and Kit Shaughnessy, have been written out of the latest edition of the will. They are livid over the situation, according to their lawyer, Sandy Grieg.

      “Mrs. Dow and [the younger] Mr. Shaughnessy cannot believe that Officer Fragonard was allowed to take advantage of an elderly, dementia-affected man in this manner,” Attorney Grieg said. “We have built a case to clearly show the Portsmouth Police Department was aware of Fragonard’s actions for weeks and did nothing to intervene. This is an outrageous violation of duty and we will hold the entire department accountable. We will get justice for my clients’ father.”

      The Porthole attempted to reach Scott Shaughnessy for comment, but only received the following reply via telephone: “Take a boat out and sink it.”

      The Porthole also attempted to reach Fragonard for comment but was unable to do so.”

      No wonder Milly took off on vacation. I grimace in sympathy at the crushing effect of bad press. I mean, it’s impossible that these charges are true.

      Right?

      Shaughnessy is more than just a “local resident and multimillionaire.” He’s a former city councilor, but what he’s famous for is his house—out on the channel, just off the shore of the South End. Round Island is a tiny piece of real estate in Portsmouth Harbor, with a large house containing its sole population of one. Every couple of years, some reporter rows out to the island to get a few fluff quotes from Shaughnessy and take  pictures of the pretty old manse.

      I had no idea he was demented. Though come to think of it, I haven’t seen one of those perennial Round Island articles in a while. Less of a feel-good piece if it’s about a mentally ill hermit instead of a quirky gent of leisure. I wonder how long the disease lurked under the surface.

      It’s possible I simply never knew this side of Milly Fragonard: a foul manipulator that would stoop to robbing an addled old man of his millions. You concealed a crucial part of yourself from me, after all. While I busted speeders or ticketed some schmo for pissing in an alley, you were gallivanting with the beautiful brown folk of Stroyer’s Axle. Or how about Ethan Jeong, who pretended to be my friend until he conspired in my sham arrest for the crimes Benazir committed.

      Everyone wears a closetful of masks. Even me.

      I scan the rest of the article. Apparently Milly “worked” on Shaughnessy for weeks. She’d take him ashore on his ferry and escort him to have drinks and play poker and blackjack at Hampton Beach on multiple occasions. She even drove him all the way down to Foxwoods Casino down in Connecticut one weekend.

      None of this sounds remotely like the Milly Fragonard I know.

      I bolt down the rest of my dinner and then go back outside, restless with new thoughts and worries. I walk by tranquil Prescott Park and then along the South End waterfront until I reach the dock at the lobster pound. From there, I have a not-so-clear view of Round Island. Every window of Shaughnessy’s mansion is ablaze with light.

      I sit on the dock. I was banking on Milly to be one of the definitively uncorrupted cops in the Portsmouth PD, but if all this Shaughnessy stuff is true, that blows my plan to hell. Well, either way it’s blown, isn’t it? Milly could be innocent, but she’s still not here, and may not even want to come back.

      Assuming she left of her own will.

      Hm.

      I could lean on someone else instead for help—I’m pretty sure Officer Rick McLaren wouldn’t stand for being a pet of the city council—but now finding justice for you is no longer my only mission. Maybe it’s not even my primary mission, if Milly’s gotten herself into danger. I really ought to rank the living over the dead.

      It’s tough to survive as a good cop with compromised colleagues. If Lewis and Gomez and Prince were messing with the Tenacious Trainer kids—what would stop from framing their annoyingly upright fellow officer Fragonard? Especially if she started asking inconvenient questions?

      I half-consider commandeering a rowboat and paying a late-night visit to the demented exile of Round Island. But no, the last time I went haring off at night didn’t end well for me. I’ll need a full night’s sleep and a full case of marbles to be any use to Milly—or to affirm her guilt for myself.
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      I wake to the sound of shrill screaming.

      Gradually, I calm as I realize it’s my door buzzer. I haven’t had someone come to my door in a long time. I pull some shorts on and hesitate at the panel by the front door. No way am I gonna buzz somebody in without seeing who it is first.

      The buzzer goes off again. I unlock my beat-up door and pad down the long hallway stairs to the door to Pleasant Street. I peer through the little window and see the broad and unwelcome face of Detective Ben Ulrich squinting back at me. For once, he’s not throwing me a smirk. He looks pale and worried.

      Still, I suck on my middle finger and show him the glistening digit.

      “Allard, please,” Ulrich says. “It’s about Milly Fragonard.”

      I relent and pull the bolt. Ulrich hulks over me in the unforgiving morning sunlight, dressed for duty in a suitcoat and tie, his badge blinding me. The bulge in his jacket gives away his Sig.

      “What do you know?” I ask without preamble.

      “Nothing,” he says. “This is gonna be hard for you to believe, Allard, but I need your help. I hardly believe it either. But I—listen, can I come in and have some iced coffee or what? It’s hot as balls out here.”

      I’ve got more than a little trepidation about my former colleague. Last I saw Detective Ulrich, he was blaming me for bringing blood and death into the Portsmouth Police Department. And he wasn’t entirely wrong, either.

      “Iced coffee?” I say finally. “Do I look like Breaking New Grounds to you? I’ll give you instant crap and you can put a mildewed ice cube in it.”

      “Done,” Ulrich says. I stand aside to let him in. He blinks in the cool dimness and ascends the stairs. He pauses to inspect the taped-and-cardboarded-up door to my apartment but makes no comment.

      I present my apartment to him with a sarcastic flourish. I see the old smirk threatening to emerge on Ulrich’s face as he eyes my cheap furniture and the piles of clutter in the corners. Then he looks up at the small hatch in the ceiling, some twenty feet above our heads. “Where does that go?”

      I shrug. “Just a quirk of this old building. An attic, I guess.”

      “Could be a security risk. What if the attic connects to neighboring units?”

      “The kitchen’s this way,” I say, steering him to the rear of the apartment. I’m unconcerned about someone dropping into my place like a cat burglar in a bad action movie. If Ulrich really cares about home security, he could have a legitimate beef with the low rooftop accessible from my kitchen and bathroom windows. But he says nothing about the roof, and I get the coffee going.

      “You’ve seen the papers,” Ulrich says.

      “Not this morning’s,” I say, “but yes. Defrauding a crazy old man doesn’t sound like something Milly would do. Ever.”

      “I agree,” he says. He pulls a folded-up newspaper from his jacket and smooths it out on my kitchen table. “This is the latest.”

      I give it only a glance. The Porthole’s top headline is WIDOWER’S HEIRS TO SUE PD.

      “Not looking so good for you guys,” I say.

      “Can you talk to her and find out what’s going on?” Ulrich says. “I want to help her. But she won’t return my calls. And she hasn’t shown up for work for a few days now.”

      I look at him, puzzled. “Why do you think I’d have any more success reaching her?”

      He shrugs. “You two Injuns used to be tight.”

      “I haven’t been tight with Officer Milly Fragonard in some time,” I say, leaning on her title and full name. I won’t put up with “joking” slurs in my own apartment. “She cut ties with me when I slandered the department. But…” He does seem sincere in his concern, so I go on. “But I did visit her house last night. Nobody home, several days of newspapers on the front stoop.”

      “So, she hasn’t just been ignoring me,” Ulrich says. “Fragonard’s gone missing.”

      “Or she skipped town to get a break from bad press.”

      “No,” he says with surprising vehemence. “This bad press started after she stopped showing up for shifts. And Fragonard doesn’t run away from her problems. Fuck. It’s that—if that creepy old fuck did something to her…”

      “Shaughnessy? The old man with dementia? The one that’s half her weight and a tenth of her muscle mass?”

      The detective slams his hand down on the Porthole and glares at me. His gruff, offensive exterior has given way to real anger. “It’s time for you to start giving a shit, Allard. Unlike you, Fragonard doesn’t deserve to be smeared by the media. She’s a good cop. A good woman.”

      “I know,” I say softly.

      “But she can also be a real idiot. I think she’s gotten herself caught up in something beyond her capability.” He drains his bad coffee. “We have to find her.”

      I marvel at the exceeding weirdness of the situation. Detective Ulrich, who hates me, is asking for my help to find Officer Fragonard, who also hates me? “We?”

      “Yeah, are you going fuckin’ deaf? I think you heard me just fine.”

      Ulrich barrels on before I can protest. “Just shut the fuck up and listen. You used to be good at listening. I’d do this all by myself, but my resources are—uh. Limited. You, on the other hand, you’re the Queen of Weird in this city now. You got friends in weird places. Whatever strange stuff happens in Portsmouth these days, I’m guessing you got a connection to it, if not an outright hand in it.”

      “And Milly’s case qualifies as weird,” I say.

      “You bet your brown ass it does.”

      I grit my teeth. “Ulrich, there’s no we. I’ll look into it, but I can’t have you breathing down my neck.”

      He stands up. At his full height, he looms over me by at least a foot. “No, we’re partners in this. We share all information with each other in real time. I’m not a delegating kind of guy.”

      Now he’s trying to out-muscle me in my own home. The heat must be getting to Ulrich’s brain. I have a brief fantasy of dragging Ulrich through the kitchen window and punting him like a football off the edge of the roof. But I’ve got more to gain from this situation than just finding my missing friend (former friend, let’s not forget). I’ve got to pull multiple levers if I want to achieve multiple goals.

      “Tell you what,” I say. “I’ll only work with you if you work with me. As soon we clear up this Milly business, I want everything you know about your dirty friends. Prince. Gomez. Lewis.” He flinches at the names. I go on: “They’ve been tampering with cases. I want to know how and why.”

      Ulrich sags, seems to grow smaller. “You don’t… you don’t know that.”

      “I do.”

      “This is bullshit, Allard,” he says. “I’m no snitch.”

      “Cool,” I reply. “Then go behind the blue wall and fuck yourself.”

      Ulrich simmers. I watch his face twitch. Finally he blurts,“I can’t believe this. You ladies used to call yourselves friends, didn’t you? I honestly thought that would be enough to get you off your selfish ass and get to the bottom of this. But no. You haven’t changed at all.”

      He knocks his empty cup to the floor. “And your coffee sucks!” He flings up his hands in disgust and stalks out of my apartment, slamming the wrecked door behind him.

      Nice to know he cares, after treating both me and Milly like dirt for so long. But I don’t put up with assholes for free. I’ll be making the first stop in the Where’s Milly? tour alone.
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        * * *

      

      Sandy Grieg’s law office is on Middle Street, just past the intersection with Court, where the neighborhood turns more residential. Remember when we talked about buying a house on one of these streets, maybe Richards Avenue, as soon as we made our first million? In the year 2134?

      Attorney Grieg shares this firm with two partners, but his name is listed first: Grieg, Sununu & Cloud. The article I read last night isn’t the first time I’ve encountered his name in the Porthole. Grieg has a knack for involving himself in the most high-profile (and high-profit) cases in the Seacoast.

      And, of course, he’s on the Portsmouth City Council. Which may have nothing to do with Milly’s disappearance(?) and/or crimes(?). It’s a small city and the circle of power players is proportionally sized. But the connection still gets my “Queen of Weird” senses tingling.

      I don’t have an appointment. But it’s worth attempting a toehold into Grieg’s world, even if I get ejected from this fine 19th-century restored Victorian.

      I walk in. The firm still features many touches of the private mansion this used to be, complete with furniture and wallpaper appropriate to the period. The receptionist’s desk is in the foyer, next to the impressive winding staircase and a looming grandfather clock. Twining blue and yellow flowers climb the walls.

      “Hello,” the receptionist says. “How can I help you?”

      The woman doesn’t look evil. She looks like a thousand other functionaries I’ve dealt with over the course of my former career and my new life as Portsmouth’s pre-eminent shit-stirrer. Middle-aged, kind face, brown hair going to grey, an American flag pin on her blouse.

      “Hi,” I say. People skills, Allard. “I like your pin. Looking forward to the Fourth?”

      The receptionist smiles. “Best time of the year. My son loves setting off firecrackers in the yard. You don’t have an appointment, do you?”

      “My name is Divya Allard,” I say. “And you’re absolutely right—I don’t have an appointment, and I know the time of these attorneys is precious. However: I have information that Attorney Grieg would find very helpful for the Scott Shaughnessy case.”

      I’m a liar. This is what my life has come to.

      She looks at me more closely. “I don’t know why it didn’t hit me before. You’re the cop that—”

      “Yep,” I say firmly.

      Breaking through clouds, the beautiful June sun shines through the screen door of the firm and illuminates the receptionist’s face, softening it. Or maybe I just don’t want to believe that she could knowingly be working for a monster, from a council of monsters who saw fit to murder you.

      “You know Officer Millicent Fragonard,” she says. “You used to work with her.”

      “Yes,” I say. This time I’m not lying, at least.

      She gestures at a richly upholstered pink chair next to the quietly ticking clock. “Mr. Grieg is just finishing up a meeting with a client and then, I am sure, he’ll want to be right with you.” She taps out a quick message on her phone.

      I sit. I’m not exactly sure what I’ll say to Grieg when we meet, but this gives me some time to think about it. I spend the next fifteen minutes gazing at the antique furniture and the oil paintings depicting Ye Olde Strawbery Banke and looking up a few items on my smartphone. By the time the short, trim figure of Sandy Grieg descends the staircase, I’m ready with my story.

      Grieg has a sharp, wryly humorous face. But I can see the darkness writhing underneath. I wonder if others can too, if they know what to look for. “Detective Allard. What a lovely occasion.” He turns to the person trailing him down the stairs, a tall and iron-haired woman with an expression to match, and says, “Please give me a call tomorrow, Susan. We still have a lot to discuss.”

      She nods, thanks him, and departs the law office with barely a glance at me.

      Grieg approaches me, and almost cautiously offers his hand to shake. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      Usually this is a veiled insult. But I won’t take it as such. “Your reputation precedes you as well,” I say, grinning, and give his hand a firm shake, perhaps firmer than he was looking for.

      “You say you have information about the Shaughnessy case?” Grieg asks.

      I nod. Maybe not true information, but I’m not bound by the precepts of law and order anymore, am I?

      He gestures for me to follow him upstairs, but pauses halfway up the stairs. “Patricia, would you mind bringing us both up some coffee?”

      “I’d be happy to,” the receptionist says. The sharp look that crosses her face gives me the notion it isn’t just coffee Grieg needs from Patricia. She has more power in this office than I initially guessed. I might want to squeeze Grieg as much as I can before that coffee arrives.

      We step into his office upstairs, which I’m guessing was the master bedroom of this mansion in its former life. Probably his partners, Sununu and Cloud, are stuck in the kids’ rooms or the maid’s room. The office has a sumptuous wallpaper with a neoclassical theme: farmhands cavorting in fields, young lovers stealing caresses in the ruins of past temples, satyrs prancing in the wood. The furniture is leather and decidedly non-period. His desk is walnut and enormous; when he sits his small frame behind it, he seems like a child. I wonder if that’s an impression he’s cultivated on purpose.

      “You and Officer Fragonard have not been on good terms for quite some time,” he surprises me by leading off.

      “Correct,” I say.

      “She, like the rest of your department, was disappointed in your bordering-on-insane tirade that led to your dismissal from the force,” Grieg goes on. “She probably took it as a betrayal more than most, considering what good friends you and she had been. Female cops sticking together in a chauvinist environment, particularly bonded as two women of color, am I right?”

      Okay, now I’m flat-out startled. Grieg didn’t even have time to prepare for this meeting. Yet it’s like he’s reading from a dossier he’s collected on me. The city council has evidently been watching me since the Tsoukalas debacle.

      I hide my surprise as best I can. “It’s no wonder you’re such a successful lawyer. You do your homework.”

      “Well,” he says, “I must unfortunately consider Officer Fragonard the opposition in this case, given the allegations. And yes, I do my ‘homework’ on my opposition every time. Her relation to you is significant because—well, please don’t take offense. But I feel that your recent interactions with Officer Fragonard may have influenced her negatively.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Am I part of your case, then?”

      “No. Not yet, anyway. But surely you can understand my suspicion. Until now, Officer Fragonard has been a paragon of the law. An upstanding and decorated police officer. Her recent actions make little sense without factoring in some malignant influence on her. As far as I know, you are the most recent malignancy to come into contact with her.”

      “Gee, Mr. Grieg,” I say, “whatever happened to it being such a pleasure to meet me?”

      “Oh, it is,” he says. “I always find it a pleasure when pieces to a puzzle present themselves at my doorstep. But first—what information have you brought me?”

      Before I can answer, the office door opens. Patricia bears a tray with two steaming cups of coffee, a little pitcher of cream, and a small bowl of sugar. Hmm, almost as if on cue; I didn’t hear her creaking up the steps.

      “Thank you, Patricia,” Grieg says. “Would you stay with us and take notes, please?”

      “Certainly, Mr. Grieg.” She takes a seat in the leather armchair next to mine. She whips a tablet out of nowhere and taps on the screen. Yes, I need to watch out for both of these people. But I still accept my coffee.

      It’s my turn to speak. I feel an unreasonable stab of fear.

      My throat has a scratch I’m having trouble itching. Or is it the other way around? I gulp down some coffee and find my eyes wandering from the patient face of Grieg to the wallpaper of his office. Now that I’m looking at it, really looking at it, I notice small, disturbing details in the pattern. In the midst of one of the pastoral scenes, I spot someone lying in the meadow—their body is twisted unnaturally, soaking in a dark puddle. Elsewhere, a small creature crouches in the boughs of a weeping willow. It’s not a bird. It has a laughing, evil little face. Talk about malignant …

      “Okay,” I say, my head feeling fuzzy. “I lied about having information for you. I was just about to tell you some completely false shit that I made up while I was sitting in the foyer downstairs.”

      What am I doing? That is not at all what I was going to say. I clap my hand over my mouth.

      “Thank you for your candor,” says Grieg, smiling strangely. “I abhor liars. I assume you had an ulterior motive for seeing me, then?”

      My hand pries itself off my lips and I answer, “I wanted to squeeze you for any info you have about Milly’s disappearance. For all I know, you kidnapped her yourself. You and your council buddies haven’t hesitated to remove people inconvenient to you. Like the Port cultists you drugged and killed.”

      NO. No, no, no. I bolt up from my chair, horrified by everything I’ve revealed. Then the wallpaper catches my eye again. With movement this time. Something just moved in the artwork, I’m sure of it. The lovers have vacated the temple ruins. A little goat stands there now, looking right at me.

      “Those are heavy accusations,” says Grieg. Neither he nor his crafty assistant seem surprised at my behavior, nor the things I’ve said. “You speak without proof, though you clearly believe the terrible things you say. I wonder who gave you those ideas?”

      This is it. This is when I betray Nadia and her friends unless I don’t do something. My stupid mouth opens, ready to blab all that I know.

      I swipe a letter opener from Grieg’s vast desk and stab it into the palm of my left hand. It’s too dull to break the skin, but the pain that blooms from my hand is exquisite. I gasp and drop the letter opener. Then I notice that both Grieg and Patricia have leapt to their feet, as if I’d attack them with such a pitiful weapon.

      “You are crazy,” Patricia says in admiration. “Just as crazy as they say.”

      I turn my back on them and walk to the doorway of the office, careful to avoid looking at the walls. I’m staring at the stairs as I say, “Where’d you get it?”

      “Get what, Detective Allard?” Grieg responds, clearly amused.

      Stop it. You know I never fucking made detective. That’s no slip, that’s a deliberate insult.

      “The wallpaper, genius.” My ears are cocked for either of them trying to sneak up on me. “Not from around here, I’m betting.”

      “Well, not too far away,” the lawyer says. “Special order from a shop in Hampton. I can try to find the catalog if you’re looking to redecorate.”

      “You know what, Grieg?” I snarl. “I abhor liars too. You been collecting souvenirs from beyond the Ports? Or is this office a Port somehow?”

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re referring to. What do you mean by Port? Port of call? I don’t think any ships would be able to reach this office—try the harbor.”

      If I weren’t so concerned about being mentally ensnared by the wallpaper again, I would whirl around and throttle the little fuck. But I suppose the pattern makes for a handy defense mechanism, as well as a truth serum for unsuspecting visitors. Where did he get it, and who had he killed in the process?

      I glance at the blue-and-yellow-flowered wallpaper of the stairwell and foyer, and I worry that it, too, has some fey power. I can’t take the risk of getting hypnotized. I grip the railing with my good hand and stare down at Patricia’s desk below. I’m in a vulnerable position right now—a hard shove might send me sailing right over. But, dammit, I’m not done talking to this creepy duo.

      “Are you feeling quite well?” Grieg asked from the office.

      “Cut the shit. Where’s Milly Fragonard?”

      “I was hoping you might tell me.”

      Liar. Or maybe not. That’s the worst part. I can’t assume everything coming out of his mouth is manure. I try a different approach. “Can you prove that Scott Shaughnessy actually has dementia?”

      “I have documentation from his primary care physician, Dr. Ken Hargraves, confirming that fact. He was diagnosed years ago.”

      Now we’re getting somewhere. “And his family knew about this diagnosis?”

      “Yes…” Hesitant, as if expecting a trap.

      He’s right. I pounce: “So why would they let him live alone out on Round Island for years if they knew his brain was deteriorating?”

      “Mr. Shaughnessy’s children,” says Grieg after only a brief pause, “respect his autonomy. He hasn’t been living alone—he has a live-in home aide and a day-shift maid and cook.”

      Now that’s information I can use. I wonder if Grieg even meant to let that slip. That’s three people to add to the list of suspects for whatever the fuck happened to Milly. “Names?”

      “You must be joking, Detective.”

      “I’d love to talk to those folks to hear their impression of Shaughnessy’s mental state.”

      “You are welcome to do as you please.”

      “Aren’t you curious about whether the old coot has really lost it, though?” A new thought occurs to me. “I’ll bet you are, aren’t you? If he does have dementia, there’s no telling what secrets he might let slip about his time on the city council. The types of things you people do could, heh, concern the public. If he doesn’t—maybe you’re wondering why he’s become so careless lately. And what he’s doing with Milly Fragonard, if he’s the one who made her disappear.”

      Grieg says in an almost bored tone: “I really have a lot of work to catch up on. But thank you for stopping by. Patricia, would you escort Detective Allard to the door?”

      “I’ll escort myself,” I say. Grieg hasn’t fooled me a bit. Now I know exactly why he took the case on behalf of Scott Shaughnessy’s kids: he is trying to find out what the former city councilor is up to. Whether or not he’s lost his marbles, Shaughnessy poses a danger to the current council’s cult extermination project.

      “No, really,” Patricia says. “I’ll walk you out.”

      Something about her tone makes me indulge her. I’m curious about what she’s going to try next. Still, I keep my eyes on the railing as we head down the stairs together, distrusting any and all wallpaper in this house of deceit. I don’t dare face Grieg’s assistant until I’m standing out in the sunlight and she’s framed by the doorway of the firm.

      Patricia’s eyes are shrewd but troubled as she looks at me. “Who did give you the idea that Mr. Grieg and the other councilors are killing people?”

      My hand is still aching from the wound I gave it. It won’t let me forget that I need to protect my friends. “You sound as though you don’t believe me,” I say.

      “Of course I don’t,” Patricia says quickly. “The city councilors want what’s best for Portsmouth. But they’d never—Mr. Grieg would never do something so awful, even as the means to a good end.”

      “You keep telling yourself that, kiddo,” I say. I give her a salute with my good hand and turn away from the law firm.
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      My heartbeat hasn’t slowed yet when I get a call from a familiar name. I’ll always pick up for her.

      “Kathryn,” I say.

      “Divya,” says my therapist. “How are you holding up?”

      I glance back at Grieg’s firm and quicken my steps. “Great. Blue skies, veggie burgers, girls—life is good on the outside.”

      “What a marvelously fast readjustment,” Kathryn Bergman says dryly. “Still, would you do me a favor and consider coming in for a chat soon? I have a feeling we’ve got a lot to catch up on.”

      I picture my therapist reclining in her office, twining a finger in her grey curls, surrounded by the accrued wisdom of both the East and West. I long with all of my thudding heart to go to Kathryn’s carefully calibrated sanctuary and unload everything on the poor woman. She helped to bring me back from the edge when I lost you. She would listen to me, no matter how crazy I sounded.

      Believing me would be a hard leap beyond just listening, however. And putting Kathryn in danger by embroiling her in this business would be a poor thank you for all she’s done.

      “Ooh, yeah, definitely,” I say. “Calendar’s busy right now, but can I check back with you in a few weeks? A month, maybe?”

      “Your call,” says Kathryn. “Just know that I’m here to help. The things they say you did… I know they can’t be true.”

      I’m touched, but I merely say, “Careful, doc. You go soft and I’ll have to edit my online review of you.”

      “I’m speaking objectively,” she responds with a touch of irritation that a stranger wouldn’t detect. “As always. When you’re ready, Divya, make an appointment with reception.”

      I thank her and hang up. Unwelcome suspicion stings me as I think about the timing of the call. The former head of the local FBI office, Marsters, knew about my appointments with Kathryn. Had my old “pal” Ethan Jeong inherited the thick file on me from Marsters—and then decided to use my therapist to get to me? A note from Jeong was waiting for me when I got out of jail, but I’d thrown the note away. That hardly meant he would stop trying.

      I could use Jeong’s take on this latest puzzle. But… I’ll never be able to forget his role in arresting me for Benazir’s crimes. Knowing full well that I was innocent and had already been through reputational hell as I searched for the truth behind your death. (A justified search, as it’s turned out!) Now I’m getting angry all over again just thinking about the traitorous agent.

      No, I don’t need to vent to anyone. I don’t need anyone else’s sage advice. I’m going to crack this all open on my own, and woe to anyone who gets in my way.
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      I catch up with Shaughnessy’s former maid in a frou-frou women’s clothing store on Market Street. She was easy to track down.

      Natalie Drouin is browsing a rack of expensive dresses. The collection of bags at her feet from other high-end downtown stores tells me she’s been on this shopping spree for hours. Unfortunately, the young woman is already talking with someone else: a tall, wide-shouldered man with an unpleasant face.

      Detective Ulrich glares at me. “You’re interrupting our conversation, Allard.”

      “Does she know you’re not acting in a official capacity for the police?” I ask.

      Drouin licks her lips nervously and looks from one of us to the other. “Little bit confused. Who are you?”

      “I’m a former cop,” I say, offering my hand. “Divya Allard. Unlike this joker, I won’t pretend I’m here for anything but private reasons. Officer Milly Fragonard is my friend—I want to know where she is.”

      Her mouth opens in a pretty little O of surprise. “Like I told Mr. Ulrich, Milly’s probably out at the island visiting Mr. Shaughnessy. She does that a lot. I haven’t been back to Round Island since I was let go, though.”

      “Let go?” I ask, as Ulrich nods impatiently.

      “Yeah,” Natalie Drouin says, eyeing a soft purple number that would be a little heavy in this heat, but would look fabulous in the fall. “Me and Marco both. Marco was the one who cooked for Mr. Shaughnessy. It was a week ago. The only one Mr. Shaughnessy didn’t let go was his nurse. Ilana. Would suck if she has to pick up our duties too—hope he gives her a raise.”

      “Why did Shaughnessy fire you two?” Ulrich asks.

      “Let us go, you mean?” The ex-maid shrugs. “I thought we were doing a great job. He would complain sometimes, but he did that with everyone. Mr. Shaughnessy isn’t right in the head. Me and Marco didn’t take it personally… maybe he was trying to save money.”

      “Not right in the head,” I say. “Do you mean dementia?”

      Drouin nods eagerly. “That’s right. Mr. Shaughnessy would tell us the same stories over and over again. He couldn’t remember something I told him earlier the same day. Sometimes he called me Anne. I guess that was his wife’s name. Poor old guy.”

      “So you’d have no reason to believe he’s faking it?”

      “Allard,” says Ulrich. “The fuck are you saying?”

      The clerk at the store counter, a slender girl maybe not old enough to drink, looks up at Ulrich’s cursing and frowns. But Drouin just seems bewildered. “Oh, no. Mr. Shaughnessy suffers from dementia, beyond question. Why do you ask?”

      I shrug. “Just trying to cover all the bases. Natalie, how long had Officer Fragonard been visiting the old man by the time you were let go?”

      “A couple weeks,” she says. “But—I don’t think she put the idea in his head, to let us go, if that’s what you’re saying.”

      Natalie doesn’t think, but Natalie doesn’t know, either, does she? I lean against one of the clothing racks and it wheels backward with a clatter. The store clerk looks annoyed; that’s strike two.

      “You’ve seen the headlines,” I say. “You see what they’re insinuating about Officer Fragonard. What’s your take on the relationship between her and Shaughnessy?”

      Drouin blushes. “I—I’m sorry, I can’t comment on that at all. I’m… Attorney Grieg said he may need to call me as a witness and so meanwhile I shouldn’t talk to anyone about Milly and Mr. Shaughnessy. I don’t want to screw up the court case, if it turns out Milly has been taking advantage of him.”

      “So you don’t think that’s necessarily been happening, then?” Ulrich breaks in gruffly. “You already told us that Shaughnessy suffers from dementia.”

      “Beyond question,” Drouin says.

      “So he’s not in his right mind to put a random police officer into his will, is he?”

      Drouin turns her paling face to me now, as if I’ll save her from Ulrich. “Please. If you’re not working for the police, then I really can’t talk about this before the court case.”

      “Fine,” I say, “we’ll leave you alone. I should talk to Shaughnessy directly. Can you tell me how the hell I get out there, though? Do I need to rent a boat?”

      Natalie hesitates. “I suppose you could. Mr. Shaughnessy had a ferry custom built for guests to visit the island, but it’s bound to be docked out there if Ilana’s with him.”

      I think this one through. “Then how did Milly get out there during times when the home aide had already taken the ferry over? Don’t tell me Shaughnessy sent you or the cook back over with the ferry to play chauffeur.”

      Drouin’s cheeks pink, and I take it that’s exactly what happened.

      “Screw it, I’ll borrow a boat from Sherman at the lobster pound,” Ulrich grumbles.

      “You’ll borrow a boat?” I say. Too loudly. Now the young store clerk is coming over.

      The detective notices the approach of the clerk and her raised, perfectly plucked eyebrows. “Clearly we’ll have to discuss this elsewhere. Thank you for your time, Ms. Drouin.”

      “Hold on, just one last thing,” I say.

      “Can I help you folks find anything?” the store clerk says, somehow injecting her bright voice with menace.

      I ignore her and continue to address Natalie Drouin: “If you lost your job, how can you afford all this stuff you’re buying?” I indicate the bags at her feet and the black skirt draped over her arm.

      “Got a new job,” she says.

      “Already? Doing what?”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t say,” Drouin responds, finally asserting herself. She turns to the clerk. “You can help me, actually. Do you have this in other sizes?”

      As the two women close us off from further conversation, Ulrich grumbles, “Liked this spot better when it was a hardware store. What is this town coming to?”

      He leaves and I follow him. Back out on the sidewalk, Ulrich plants his feet, forcing the stream of tourists to flow around him on either side.

      “So…” he says. “You care enough to investigate, after all. Seems you’re a step behind me, though.”

      I thrust up my chin. “Yeah? I’m guessing you didn’t pay Sandy Grieg a visit like I did. You need to be looking at this case from all the angles. The fact that both a city councilor and a past councilor are involved—that triggers my alarm bells.”

      “Who gives a fuck about Grieg? Or the council for that matter? I’m just looking for Milly.”

      Ulrich seems clueless about the council manipulating the PD for its own ends. He sensed this would be a matter for the Queen of Weird, but he still has no idea what the council is up to. So maybe he won’t be able to provide me with any useful info about Prince, Gomez, or any other dirty cop in the department, but I won’t give up hope yet.

      “This is probably bigger than Milly,” I say, “unless she really is as venal as the papers are saying.”

      “Not my circus, not my monkeys,” Ulrich responds. “Well, I’m off to Round Island.”

      I put a hand on his arm. “No, big guy. I’m going there. You’re going to stay on the mainland… unless this is an authorized investigation.”

      “Nobody needs to know what kind of investigation this is,” Ulrich says, too casually.

      “Chief Akerman might want to know what you’re up to,” I say. Just as casually.

      Ulrich’s jaw clenches. He doesn’t say anything, and I make like I’m walking away, back toward the square. Finally, he blurts out, “You wouldn’t! You asshole.”

      I face him again. I keep my mouth shut.

      “You wouldn’t pull that shit, would you?” he says. “Because you don’t want to work with me? I—you said this is bigger than Milly. What if it involves Akerman? What if you were putting her in even more danger by tipping him off?”

      That’s why I would never actually tattle on this idiot to the police chief. But he doesn’t need to know that. “Maybe I’ll keep quiet,” I say. “Maybe I’ll even let you tag along to the Isle of the Demented. I would just need a little help from you. You already know what I want.”

      Ulrich lets out a heavy sigh. “Goddammit. I can’t rat out my fellow officers.”

      “Even if they’re criminals? Or even killers?”

      The detective fishes in his jacket pocket and brings out a battered plastic pack of cigarettes. He lights a cancer stick, staring down at me, and then he says, “You really are a stone cold bitch. You know that?”

      I shrug. “I’ll take that over ‘crazy bitch.’ Maybe one day you can even graduate to not calling me a female dog at all.”

      “It’ll be a special day,” Ulrich agrees.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ulrich and I stop in at Gilley’s Diner, one of the few places downtown I can afford on my present salary of zero, for a quick takeout lunch of grilled cheese (me) and chili dogs (three of them for him). When we get to the lobster pound off Salter Street, Sol Shrive is waiting for us.

      He’s wearing a backpack, like a high school kid at the bus stop. Sol eyes the big man at my side with suspicion and alarm.

      “What—what’s he doing here, Divya?” he says.

      Ulrich throws it back at him: “Who are you and what are you doing here?”

      I shift uncomfortably. There’s a breeze coming off the water. Round Island beckons. “I’m with Ulrich. How did you know we’d come here?”

      “Word gets around,” Sol says. “I wasn’t about to let you go to Shaughnessy’s place by yourself.”

      “You can see she’s not alone, so now feel free to scram.” Recognition flickers in Ulrich’s eyes. “You’re that junkie. One of the witnesses to Eric Kuhn’s murder. You can’t stay out of trouble, can you?”

      Sol flinches. “How about ‘recovering addict,’ not junkie, for starters?”

      “Sol, it’s okay,” I say. “We’ve got this. Whatever this is… we’ve got it.”

      “No,” he says, “I’m pretty sure you don’t. So—your cop friend Milly disappears, and you’re figuring an old guy made that happen somehow? Not without some outside power he wouldn’t. Where do these powers tend to come from, huh?” He glances at Ulrich and puts a finger to his lips.

      I understand in a flash. “You think there’s a Port involved. Or maybe you want to find one out there on the island, and this case provides the perfect opportunity. Bet none of the Trainers have ever been out there. You want to use your—”

      “Jesus, Divya!” Sol protests. “Do you want to get us all killed? This fucking guy could tell his crooked friends, and then…”

      Ulrich’s reaction is predictable. “Crooked? Listen, you little burnout, you can’t talk about the police that way. What are you so afraid of?”

      The detective could, of course, pound Sol into the ground with little effort if it came to an actual fight. But Sol is showing all the good sense of a rat terrier charging a German shepherd. He thrusts an outraged finger in Ulrich’s direction. “You’re murderers—all of you. Except for Divya, of course. Yeah, I had a drug problem, but it’s nowhere near as widespread as you goddamn killers would have the public believe.”

      Ulrich goggles at him. “The hell are you talking about?!”

      I step between them smoothly. “There’s no need for a pissing contest. Right now Milly Fragonard is missing, and the corruption of the Portsmouth PD can wait. Sol… Ulrich and I are getting in that boat, and I don’t see a compelling reason for you to come with us.”

      “Please,” he says. “Can I talk to you—alone—for one second?”

      I look to Ulrich, who grudgingly steps out of earshot. Sol’s scuffed shoes line up next to mine at the water’s edge and we stare down at them.

      “You’re looking for Milly,” Sol says. “What if your search means you need to access a Port, but you can’t find it? You know I can find them now. Easily.” Furtively glancing at the detective, Sol pulls down his sleeve to show me the bulge in his wrist.

      “Are you expecting to find a Port on the island?” I ask.

      He looks away from me. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “Fine,” I say finally. “Let’s make it a trio for setting sail.” I gesture Ulrich over. “Sol’s coming. If either of you starts clawing at the other one again, I’m throwing both of you overboard. So says the captain. Got it?”

      Ulrich and Sol both nod, though they eye each other suspiciously. The former ducks into the lobster pound to speak with his buddy about borrowing a boat.

      I hear muffled disagreement, followed by Ulrich saying “safety inspector.” A sour-faced man emerges and leads us to the promised vessel, a sad-looking rowboat scarred by salt and time.

      “Dunno if I trust this for even the five-minute trip,” I say.

      Ulrich scowls at me. “Feel free to go rent yourself a kayak down at Sagamore Creek, then. I’m taking this fine-ass ride.”

      “And bringing it back spit-shined,” adds the lobsterman, who all in all does not strike me as Ulrich’s friend.

      We climb into the boat, Ulrich takes up the oars, and we cross the harbor water to Round Island.

      As the three of us debark at the dock, I note the “ferry” that Natalie alluded to. It’s as gaudy and douchey as I imagined, rife with gold trim and wood paneling, tricked out with massive speakers, its name painted on the prow in large glittering letters.

      The door to Shaughnessy’s mansion thunders open and a tall, burly woman in a tightly wrapped headscarf bursts out.

      “Who do you think you are?”
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      I give in to my natural inclinations and say, “I’m Divya Allard. This is—”

      “You people are vultures, you know that?” the woman says. “Mr. Shaughnessy is suffering, and all you people care about is the next sensational headline.”

      “Um,” Ulrich says. “We’re not reporters, lady.”

      “Then who the hell are you, to barge onto a private island?” Before we can answer, she goes on: “Oh, I get it. More lawyers. From a different breed of carrion hunters—you can tell Mr. Shaughnessy’s beloved children that he’s doing fine. They’ll still get their inheritance…”

      Is this belligerent person the home aide? I’d expected—a somewhat different personality. “We’re not lawyers, reporters, or pirates either,” I say gently. “We’re all concerned friends of Officer Milly Fragonard, who seems to have gone missing. We were wondering if we might talk to Mr. Shaughnessy about that.”

      “No.”

      “Please?”

      “I said no,” she says. “I won’t allow it.”

      “Because he’s got dementia?” I say. “Or because he has something to hide?”

      “Oh boy, Divya,” Sol breathes.

      Then a jolly old voice rings out from the doorway of the mansion. “Oh, please, Ilana, you’re far too protective!”

      An ancient man totters out onto the vast porch. He’s wearing a bathrobe. “This is not the way we treat honored guests,” he calls to his aide. “Please, bring them here.”

      Ilana gives us a doubtful look. “Come on,” she mutters, and she escorts us to the front of the house.

      Shaughnessy’s house looks more like a Southern mansion than a Portsmouth Brahmin’s stronghold. White columns, sweeping verandas, flanked by weeping willows (much like the ones in Grieg’s wallpaper, I’m startled to realize). But the house is dark and brooding, sitting somehow apart from the bright June day. Maybe it’s the shade from the island’s small cluster of trees.

      “Reminds me of one of my great-uncle’s stories,” Sol remarks. “Rich guy gathers a cult in his old mansion, and … well, never mind, that’s when it gets horribly racist.”

      “Francine, thank you so much for coming,” says the old man, clasping my hand warmly. “It’s been so long. Won’t you introduce me to your friends?”

      Sol, Ulrich, and I look at each other. Sol raises his eyebrows.

      “Ooh, uh,” I say, “I think you’ve got me mistaken for someone else. I’m Divya, and these are my friends Solomon and Ben. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” I offer my hand.

      “I’m certain you’re Francine,” says the old man.

      Now that I’m closer to him, I smell camphor masking a damper, rotten odor. His eyes fixate on me: they’re watery, blue, and alert. He extends a claw-like hand to meet mine, and I force myself to firmly grasp the papery skin.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Shaughnessy,” I say.

      “Yes, nice-to-meetcha,” says Ulrich in a rush. Neither he nor Sol extend a hand.

      Shaughnessy appears not to notice. He’s already shuffling back to the house and gesturing for us to follow.

      “Hey,” says Sol, “you mind if I take a quick stroll around the island before I join you guys?”

      Ilana looks daggers at him. “I mind. You’re not welcome to wander around Mr. Shaughnessy’s property on your own.”

      Inside, the foyer is marble, cracked in many places, but it must have once been grand. The furniture and furnishings have that same neglected air of glory gone by. Shaughnessy flaps a hand at his surroundings. “This is where they’d select their whores and negotiate a price,” he says. “Exquisite selection, far better than any Marcy Street cathouse.”

      Before I can puzzle that one out, Sol clutches my elbow. “There’s something here,” he whispers.

      “Can you restrain him for at least a few minutes?” says Ulrich, looking annoyed.

      I wave him off and murmur to Sol, “Maybe we can take a tour. Hold on.”

      He glances down at his wrist. It doesn’t look any different to me—no vibrations or flashing lights that I can see. The device must give off an internal signal. Assuming it’s giving any signal at all, that is. “Not for long,” he mutters. “It itches.”

      I turn back to Scott Shaughnessy. “Francine” is going to figure out who’s bullshitting here and who’s not.

      “I can show you a pistol we found during the renovation,” he says. “Belonged to the madam herself!”

      “I used to be a Portsmouth police officer,” I say, trying to regain control of the conversation. “I worked with Milly Fragonard. I understand you’ve become good friends with her?”

      Scott Shaughnessy grins. “Oh yes, the greatest of friends. For a woman of her height, she has the most delightful ass. That is the crux of our friendship.”

      “Her ass?” Sol says, confused.

      I won’t take the bait. I’m increasingly convinced that Shaughnessy is messing with us. “Can you tell us where Milly is right now, sir?”

      “Gone,” the old man says. His bathrobe drifts open and we’re treated to the unwelcome sight of his bare, sunken chest and a withered, greyish member of startling length dangling between his legs. “Gone, gone, gone. To a plane.”

      “Oh, God, what a waste of time,” Ulrich groans. He turns away. Sol pointedly stares down at his wrist, analyzing whatever biofeedback he may or may not be getting.

      “A plane?” I say. “She flew somewhere? Where?”

      He laughs.

      I step toward him, fighting down my revulsion. If I never have to see another old man’s dong for the rest of my life, I’ll be a happy woman. “Where did Milly fly to, Mr. Shaughnessy?”

      “Easy,” Sol says. From the queasy look on his face, it’s clear that he is buying Shaughnessy’s dementia act. And Ulrich is nodding along with him: the two of them finally agree on something.

      “Not that kind of plane,” Scott Shaughnessy now replies. His smile is clearly mocking. Or at least it’s clear to me.

      My anger, old friend that it is, has been hiding out but not gone, off on a camping trip in the wilds of my subconscious. Now it packs up its tent and comes roaring back. “What kind of plane, then?”

      The elderly millionaire flinches away from me. Ilana steps forward, warning flashing in her eyes.

      “Divya!” Ulrich says. He grabs my arm. “Give the old fart a break. It’s clear he’s got … issues.”

      “No,” I say, “he doesn’t. He played Milly somehow, and now he’s playing us.” I glance at Sol on my other side and snap, “Will both of you step off?”

      Sol’s expression twists in discomfort. “I’m not saying I know what dementia looks like,” he murmurs to me. “But wouldn’t you feel really fucking bad if you’re harassing a crazy old man? One who’s already been taken advantage of by a cop?”

      “Milly would never take advantage,” Ulrich puts in, now looking pissed off at just about everyone.

      “Are you finished?” Ilana butts in.

      I grit my teeth. I can play nice if I work at it. What was that old trick Kathryn was always talking about?

      During a conversation, everything you say either fills the other person’s bucket—or dips from their bucket. Which do you think is more effective?

      I’ll be the best bucket-filler anyone’s ever met, if I need to. I can fill Sol’s bucket and Ulrich’s bucket and Ilana’s bucket and Shaughnessy’s bucket and get the information I need—all at the same time. I nod, and I say, “I’m sorry, Mr. Shaughnessy, I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m very concerned about my friend. Please, can you tell us anything more about where she’s gone?”

      He whimpers and says, in a quavery voice, “Francine? Please don’t be mad at me.”

      “Okay, that’s enough,” Ilana says. “Mr. Shaughnessy needs his rest. You—”

      “Please, just another minute,” I say. “I really appreciate your advocacy for Mr. Shaughnessy. Another minute and we’ll let him be.”

      She wavers. “You still think he’s playing you?”

      I do—or part of me does. But the other part sees a scared, confused elderly man and feels like a scumbag.

      “What can I do for you, Francine?” Shaughnessy rattles. “We go way back. Please tell me what I can do.”

      Sol shoots me a desperate, silent question. I say, “Mr. Shaughnessy, would it be all right if we take a quick look around before we go?”

      The old man beams. “For you, Francine, anything.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” I say.

      As I stride past him, I jump. Someone has just patted my ass. I snap my head back around and see Shaughnessy looking at his own hand as if it’s betrayed him.

      Buckets. Buckets.

      Fuckits. This fucker just—

      “Buckets,” I grit out. We’re out of the old man’s earshot now. Sol is arguing with the home aide, trying to dissuade her from accompanying us on the “tour.” I wriggle away from Ulrich.

      “Sure, Allard, you got it,” says Ulrich. “We’re gonna be knee deep in buckets of shit if anyone finds out about this. The guy’s clearly lost it. Now let’s get this tour done with.”

      Sol hurries over, the home aide close behind him. “Sorry, folks, she insists on coming with us,” he says in a low voice. And then, in a more public tone: “Divya, you were saying you wanted to look upstairs, isn’t that right?”

      That’s the direction his Port-senses must be tingling in. “Sure,” I say.

      Ulrich shoulders in front of us, leading the way up the stairs.

      “You’ve got five minutes, ‘Francine,’” says Ilana, throwing a hostile look at me.

      Sol smiles at both of us. “We won’t even need that. Follow my, uh, instincts and I’ll get us where we need to go.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” the home aide says.

      “Don’t worry about it, Ilana,” I say. I can fill her bucket yet, can’t I? “We’re all a little out of our heads with concern about our friend. You don’t happen to remember the last time Officer Fragonard visited the island, do you?”

      Upstairs, the house is hot and stuffy, all the windows closed against the fresh early summer air. The home aide looks at me suspiciously, but with a softening of her gaze. She picks at her headwrap.

      “No, I don’t,” she says finally. “We haven’t seen her here in a few days, Ms. Allard. I can’t say I’m disappointed—I find her interest in Mr. Shaughnessy to be inappropriate—but for your sake, I hope she’s all right.”

      “Me too,” I say. I look her in the eye. “Could we be honest with each other for a second, Ilana? It would mean a lot to me.”

      She waits for elaboration, and when I offer none, the home aide says, “Okay.”

      “Does Scott Shaughnessy really have dementia?”

      Ilana nods. “He suffers from dementia. Beyond question.”

      “Thank you,” I say. Ulrich watches me with barely suppressed irritation.

      That’s when Sol says, “Come on, everyone. I have a strong feeling we should go one more floor up.”

      I expect Ilana to raise an objection, but she shrugs. The four of us take the considerably shabbier second staircase to the narrower third floor. Here there are a couple more bedrooms, though plainer and smaller than the ones a floor below. The fancy trim around the doorways and windows is replaced by a simple, plain surface.

      Sol’s face twists in concentration. “Hold on. I’ve gotta locate the vibe…”

      Ulrich shoots a cross look at me. “So—you brought a, like, medium along? A psychic? Is that what this is about, Allard?”

      Better that than anyone looking too closely at Sol’s wrist. “You came to the Queen of Weird,” I say. “What else did you expect?”

      “This way,” Sol says with sudden confidence. He marches toward a door at the end of the hall. It’s the only closed door I can see, so I assume that it’s either a closet or it goes to the attic.

      He rattles the knob and finds it locked. Then he immediately turns to the home aide. I see no trace of my friend’s normal awkwardness as he commands her, “Open it.”

      “The attic?” Ilana says. “Why?”

      “Open it,” Sol says urgently. In his eyes I see not just confidence but desire. No, stronger than that: greed.

      That look scares me. But we’ve come too far already to give up. I swallow and say, “Sol, let’s try asking the nice lady… more nicely.”

      The home aide scratches at her chin. “No, it’s all right. Whatever gets you all out of the house. You want to look at a bunch of dusty junk, be my guest.”

      She produces a keyring from her pocket and fits a long, black specimen into the lock. The door swings open, and Ilana gestures for us all to go first.

      I don’t have a handy-dandy wrist implant myself, but all the same I feel my own internal vibration. Something is wrong here. I open my mouth to warn my companions, but Ulrich and Sol are already trudging up the stairs.

      I crowd behind them on the worn steps. The attic is unfinished, a network of rough beams and lattices hanging over crude floorboards. As Ilana promised, a ton of junk calls the attic home: boxes, old broken furniture, papered-over pictures in frames.

      I utter a panicked curse and reach for a weapon that isn’t there.

      In one section of the sloping attic ceiling, there is a hole to another place. An open Port. Unlike the Port that I witnessed in the Sheafe Warehouse in Prescott Park, this one isn’t surrounded by false fire: instead, a garland of phantom flowers frames it, five-petaled flowers that are not really there. They slowly and open and close as they rotate around the Port.

      The floorboards beneath the Port are stained dark in a wide radius. Lying in this dried puddle, to the side of the Port, is a bound and gagged person. Not Milly, I see right away: someone a lot smaller, and male.

      “What is that?” Ulrich says in a choked voice, ignoring the hostage. He staggers toward the Port.

      “Ben, draw your gun!” I shriek. I’m too late. Ilana already has her own weapon pointed at us, a revolver that looks antique. Beneath her headwrap, her eyes have gone almost black with triumph.

      I’ve been through a lot of dark places in the past year or so. I’ve given in to a lot of terrible impulses. But I’d like to think that I’ve grown and changed as a result. I’m not a cop anymore; I don’t have to automatically assume the worst about everyone I meet. I’d like to think that I’ve come out of all that as someone you could be proud of.

      But goddammit, I knew there was something up with this asshole.

      “Hands up!” Ilana barks harshly. “All of you!”

      Sol is mesmerized by the Port. Even as he raises his hands, his expression still lacks focus. Ulrich’s own hands shoot up—he’s too flummoxed to even think about disobeying. He looks from the home aide to the Port and back again. Something like madness quavers in his voice as he croaks, “Divya… please tell me this’ll all make sense.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. My hands are in the air, and I have no plan. “It never really will.”

      “Face me,” Ilana says, “and walk backwards toward the Port. Do it, now.”

      None of us move. My upraised hands curl into fists. Do I still have to fill Ilana’s bucket? “So—what,” I say, “you figured out that there was a Port in the old man’s house, and you managed to get yourself assigned to take care of him. Are you one of the Port-openers? Sol, you would know everyone who’s part of your crew by now, wouldn’t you?”

      “She’s not one of us,” says Sol.

      Ilana fires the gun. The bullet tears past me and through the old wood of the attic roof. “I’m not fucking around,” she says. “Move, all of you!”

      Sol and Ulrich and I take a few ginger steps backward. How could I have been so stupid? But no, this isn’t quite adding up for me yet.

      “You’re working for the city councilors,” I hazard. “They sent you to check up on their doddering old alumnus, and then you stumbled across this Port. You—”

      “Getting colder, Allard,” Ilana says in a mocking tone. “Keep fucking moving.”

      “Until?” I say.

      “Come on, Divya, do what she says,” Sol pleads. He walks backward to the Port along with Ulrich, who is swimming through the chaos of his confusion and approaching a resolution—hopefully not to go for the sidearm at his hip. He’s got the training of a cop, sure, but this woman is an unknown quantity. She could be an amateur, or she could be a ninja.

      If Ulrich thinks I’m planning on fighting back, he might pull that gun and kill us all. So it’s time to throw in the towel. Even if the home aide is planning to force us through.

      “Okay, we’re complying. Right, Ben?” I say. I take more steps back.

      “That’s a good little whore,” Ilana says.

      An odd choice of phrasing, for sure. But I’ve held off a bullet to the forehead, for now. Ulrich and Sol and I are standing close together, our backs at the Port. Though it’s flowers instead of fire this time, I still feel the same horrible pull on my body that I felt last time I was in proximity to a Port. Sneaking a glance through this gate, I glimpse an opulent world, peculiarly striped but full of soaring columns and winking stones.

      A muffled sound catches my attention: the gagged captive is either trying to warn us or to get our help. Either way, I’m unable to oblige the young man.

      “Now step through the Port,” Ilana commands. “All three of you.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” I say. “You’re supposed to tell us all about your evil plan first. So say you’re not working for the city councilors—you’re working for or with Shaughnessy. The dementia’s an act, but his physical deterioration isn’t. He needed a strong body, and you wanted the power—”

      “Stop talking,” Ilana says. “Step through before I shoot you all. I’m giving you a chance. Don’t make me change my mind.”

      Sol shoots me a wide-eyed look, says, “See you on the flip side,” and jumps through the gate to an unknown world.

      Ben Ulrich, however, stays rooted to the spot, sweat coursing down his face. “The flowers…” he mutters. “The flowers shouldn’t be there.”

      I take Ulrich’s hand in my own. He doesn’t resist.

      “I won’t let go,” I say. The big man nods quickly, eyes wild. I take a deep breath and step through the turning, blooming gate of flowers.

      My stomach turns itself inside out. The flesh flies off my bones and reattaches itself all wrong. I scream, but my grip on (the also screaming Ulrich) remains steady. And then we’re both standing in another world.

      It’s a temple or church. Just like there was a temple on the other side of the fiery Port in the Sheafe Warehouse, or the spherical temple to the “spirit of the water” at Stroyer’s Axle. I guess every Port is connected to a temple. Which raises a whole raft of questions.

      But for now I focus on my surroundings. The shape of this “temple” is radically different than the others. Five huge rounded portions of the ceiling jut off from the center, like a star… no, like a flower. Almost everything is covered in a pattern of black and white stripes, two different types of stone alternating in a beautiful though unsettling pattern.

      Sol and Ulrich are both intact. We’re standing on an altar in the middle of the vast floor of the temple. There’s a metallic statue of—what looks like a gigantic human hand, splayed open, with a hole straight through the palm. (Briefly I flash back to stabbing my own palm back in Grieg’s office.) Multitudes of pews surround us, spreading in five directions like the ceiling, and we are not alone. Figures sit in the rows. Right now I can’t focus on them, though. I let go of Ulrich’s hand—he’s hyperventilating but starting to focus on his surroundings—and turn from the hand statue.

      I look back through the Port in time to see the home aide raise her revolver. This time we’re not the targets. Amid the unearthly whistling of the Port, I hear the bound young man let out a muted screech before she shoots him.

      “No!” I shout. My voice carries through the Port as well as echoing off the soaring temple ceiling.

      I sink to the floor of the altar and watch in horror as the young stranger’s blood pools on the attic floor—but then flies up to the Port. The stream of blood vanishes before it can come through to our side, as if the Port itself is eagerly sucking it up.

      Now Ilana is walking around his body, tracing a strange pattern: a five-petaled pattern, in fact. All the while she’s chanting something in an inconceivable language, full of chewing, smacking sounds. Mmnch, guh, chuh, gnch, ulch, gulp. And the Port shrinks.

      Instinctively, I jerk toward it, as if to dive through the closing gap, but Sol seizes my arm with surprising strength.

      “No,” he whispers.

      It’s a good thing he prevented my stupid lunge, because the Port speeds up as it closes. I can imagine my body ripped in clean halves—just like the jaws of the monstrous serpent from Graham’s World, back on that horrible night in May.

      Sol has saved my life. Now we’re even for the Narcan thing.

      But what use my life still holds, I’m not sure. Because a defenseless person was just murdered, the door back to Earth has closed, and my traveling companions and I are now trapped in an unknown universe surrounded by alien beings.
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      Quick survey of the situation:

      Two hundred members of an extradimensional species surround Sol, Ulrich, and me in the temple. I don’t know what’s underneath, but the congregants are wearing bright metal suits, like armor, with various hinged doors built into the suits to access who knows what. Most of the suits are red, though I spot at least one silver suit and a couple of brownish suits.

      Their “helmets” feature faces that look vaguely human, but as if drawn with a crayon. Every detail is too wide and too blunt and too harsh. The faces’ expressions are frozen in emotional extremes, like carnival masks: some faces laughing, some weeping, some screaming in terror. Though the congregants are numerous, none of them are armed.

      None of them seem surprised that we’ve appeared from an interdimensional hole to interrupt their service. Maybe this happens a lot.

      Ilana’s been here, you whisper to me.

      Perhaps. Maybe they’ve grown accustomed to visits from the Murderess of Round Island.

      I hear a click. Ulrich has released the safety on the gun Ilana didn’t bother to confiscate.

      “Great plan,” I say swiftly. “You’re going to try shooting the guys in metal suits. Also, how many rounds you got in there, Tex?”

      Ulrich’s jaw clenches. He lowers his weapon. “I haven’t heard an alternate plan yet.”

      “How about literally anything else?” Sol says, dancing from one foot to the other. He doesn’t look as terrified as he should. Clearly he’s drunk deep of the Tenacious Trainers’ idea that every strange world is a friend we haven’t met yet.

      Okay. I clear my throat and address the congregants. “We’re not here to hurt you.”

      A man (?) in a brilliant red metal suit is the only one not sitting in the pews. He—no, it—has been kneeling before the altar, but now it creaks to his feet. Its human mask has a dolorous look. A large, roundish object is strapped to its back.

      The sculpted face doesn’t move, but a voice issues from somewhere in the suit. “We assumed no such thing was even possible,” it says in perfect, unaccented English. “Or at least that the odds were safely infinitesimal.”

      Not only has Ilana visited this place, she’s apparently taught at least one of the locals English. “Great,” I say. “Looks like we’re off on the right foot, then.”

      “Little early to say that,” Ulrich mutters.

      “You are welcome here,” the sorrowful-faced man says, “by definition. All three of you. We summoned you here, through the grace of the Hand.”

      “Through the grace of the Hand,” the congregants murmur in a unanimous echo, also in English.

      I hesitate at that. “Well… what? We weren’t summoned here. We were forced through at gunpoint.”

      “No. We petitioned the Hand, on this final day of its Festival. The Hand heard our prayer and brought you here.”

      “Oh,” I say. “This is a religious thing. Okay, then, your god or whatever brought us here. Just like Jesus helps the Patriots win every game.”

      The features of its mask don’t change, but its voice takes on a palpable tone of disdain. “The great downfall of your world is hubris—you think you are the authors of your every action. You think you must be the most advanced creatures in the multiplane. But you are among the least.” One of the hinged doors in his red suit trembles and then flies open, but it slams shut before I get a glimpse of what’s inside.

      “Fine. We’re dogshit. You know all about, uh, Earth, then?” I ask.

      “Not just ‘Earth,’” the thing says, and I can practically hear the air quotes. “The rest of your solar system. The rest of your galaxy. Your universe slides against ours like tectonic plates with only one, tiny point of contact. Unfortunately for you, that point happens to reside in the control of a foul sorcerer.”

      Sorcerer, now. Magic and religion, two of my least favorite topics.

      “I am Guhnach, Priest Lord of the Five-Petaled Temple, keeper of the Priest Relic,” the thing says. “These are the members of my caste, my acolytes and my congregation. As to your names, you find us at a disadvantage—we didn’t know whom the Hand would bring to us.”

      “Guhnach,” I say, my mouth twisting around the unpleasant sound. “The big guy’s Ulrich and the young guy is Sol. You can call me Allard. I have no title, and I don’t think I’m the help you’re looking for.”

      I take a step off the altar. Ulrich stays where he is, but Sol walks forward at my side, still looking like he could scoop this place up and eat it if only he had a spoon. Though he’s the more experienced Port traveler, I should keep doing the talking here. At least until I find out what Sol wants to get out of this little adventure.

      “So,” I say to the red-suited thing, with keener interest now, “you know about the Ports. And like the residents in other universes, you’ve built a temple to dedicate to it?”

      “Not to the Port,” it replies. “To the Hand, obviously. But aren’t you curious at all about why we would summon you here, traveler?”

      It’s forcing me to play along with this concept of divine will. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to… fill an alien’s bucket. “Please don’t take this the wrong way,” I say, “but we have our own priorities to worry about right now. Our friend is missing and/or dead in a ditch somewhere. We’d like to get back home—soonest, if possible—to continue our search.”

      “How interesting,” remarks the creature, “to assume our priorities do not intersect. It’s quite possible that your search for your missing friend has led you to the correct destination after all. By the grace of the Hand.”

      “By the grace of the Hand,” the congregants murmur in reply.

      I look at the thing sharply. “Milly’s here?”

      The sorrowful mask looks back at me. My fists curl at my sides. The creature is waiting for me to ask about its demands, whatever they might be. Alien or not, it’s just another manipulative prick whose own needs come first.

      “Where is she?” Ulrich demands.

      “We require a favor,” says Guhnach.

      There it is. “What kind of favor?” I ask. “A dangerous one?”

      “With danger comes reward.”

      “Whatever it is, agree to it!” Ulrich says, his face flushing. “We can always back out later.”

      “Don’t let this overgrown pig boss you around,” Sol says.  He’s pale and trembling, but not with fear. He looks like he did the night I saved his life: in the grip of a dangerous drug. “Use your own judgment.”

      Ulrich places a heavy hand on Sol’s shoulder. “Pig, huh? Want to see which one of us will squeal first?”

      “Enough,” I hiss. I turn back to the red-suited priest. “We won’t agree to anything until you tell us what we’re agreeing to.”

      Its mask inclines and it says, “I need you to enter into a Wager with a ruthless enemy of the city, and win.”

      “I don’t understand what you mean by Wagers. Can you explain?”

      His mask, frozen in sadness, clashes with his light, almost jovial tone: “Better than that, I’ll show you! Galg and Mauguh, what better time than now, on the crowning day of the Festival of the Hand, to finally resolve your quarrel using a Wager, here in the holiest place in the city?”

      Two masked creatures rise hesitantly from opposing pews. One is in red armor like Guhnach with a male face curled in anger. The other is one of the few congregants not in red; it wears a silver suit whose mask depicts a woman wildly laughing.

      The red one speaks in an incomprehensible tongue that must be the native language. The silver one answers in the same language, with a harsher tone. It’s a close cousin to the syllables Ilana spoke to shut the Port behind us: crunching, chewing, kind of like the sound of these creatures’ names themselves.

      “They agree to participate,” Guhnach translates. The red one joins the red-suited priest up on the altar, followed quickly by the silver one. “Now I will ask them to submit to the Hand’s judgment and name their Wagers.”

      The Priest Lord exchanges a few lines with the two Wagerers, then says to us: “They will participate in a third-level Wager, staking an emotion each. They must choose the emotion most important to them, so Galg has chosen to Wager anger and Mauguh humor.”

      I assume Galg is the red one and Mauguh the silver. If their most important respective emotions are indicated by the expressions of their masks, then they’re definitely telling the truth. But… what kind of wagers are these? Impossible to fulfill, aren’t they?

      “So be it,” says Guhnach. It unbuckles a strap on the chestplate of its suit and produces the object that was slung across its back: a hard, bumpy-looking shield about two feet in diameter, though irregularly shaped. It holds the shield out to the opposing wagerers. “Place your Wagers.”

      Galg and Mauguh both put a mailed hand on the shield, which Guhnach retains its grip on. Then both of the Wagerers shudder and cry out, and one of the small doors in each of their suits opens. Something flows out of the dark little doorways and into the shield itself, bright and amorphous essences. Guhnach remains still as it holds the shield. The doors slam shut.

      “The fuck?” Ulrich mutters.

      “Guys!” Sol chirps. “Is this magic? If so, do you even realize how lucky we are to see it?!”

      Oh, I feel so very lucky right now. “Calm down, Sol! There’s no such thing as magic.”

      The shield glows now. The Priest Lord says, “Witness, humans. Mauguh’s humor and Galg’s anger are both contained within the Relic.”

      That’s not how… emotion works. They’re not—glowing things, goddammit! Unless I’ve gotten it all wrong and my therapist owes me a serious refund.

      Whatever these jokers are trying to prove with this light show, I’m not buying it. I elbow my way closer to the glowing shield. “Okay, what’s the trick here?” I ask.

      “Trick?” the priest responds. “You’re witnessing the will of the Hand That Never—”

      It bats my hand away as I attempt to brush my fingertips over the shield.

      “Stop that. Don’t touch the sacred Relic. Watch.”

      The priest presses an unseen switch on the side of the altar. A panel slides open on the top and Guhnach takes a handful of small objects from the compartment inside, then holds out its palm, with its other hand still gripping the shield. The objects in Guhnach’s hand—are they dice, or maybe jacks? What they most resemble are bones: yellowish-white, lumpy like popcorn. There are four of them.

      “Galg, as the challenged, you will cast your astragali first,” Guhnach instructs.

      The red Wagerer scoops up the bones with its metallic hand and then casts them on the surface of the shield.

      Little symbols are scratched onto each of the four sides of each small bone, but I’m unable to read them. All I can tell is that in Galg’s roll, the up side of all four bones features the same symbol. Guhnach does us the courtesy of interpretation: “Three, three, three, three. Griffin’s roll.”

      Is that good or bad? Would I bet on a griffin?

      Galg says something in a flat tone. The creature doesn’t seem excited, but it doesn’t seem mad about the results either.

      It can’t be mad, dummy. Its anger has been placed as a Wager.

      “No,” I mutter. “Bullshit.”

      Mauguh, the silver one, takes up the bones—astragali—next, casting them on the shield with a flourish. Again, the roll’s outcome is almost indecipherable to me. I can only tell that all four symbols facing up are different.

      “One, three, four, six,” Guhnach announces. “The turtle roll.”

      Mauguh opens its arms wide and bows to the onlooking acolytes. Galg, the red wagerer, simply looks on, as if immobilized.

      The Priest Lord announces, “The Hand has judged Mauguh the victor and Galg the defeated. Praise the Hand!”

      “Praise the Hand,” the congregation bellows in response.

      The little door in Mauguh’s suit opens once more. I watch as all of the gleaming essence flows from the shield through the doorway in the silver Wagerer’s suit. The red one receives none; its doors remain closed.

      Mauguh, the silver Wagerer, shouts in the native language, lets out an unearthly howl and slams a foot down on the floor surrounding the altar, cracking the fine marble.

      “What happened?” I ask Guhnach. “I thought that one won!”

      The Priest Lord nods. “It did. Now it glories in its new capacity for rage, bringing it ever closer to humanity. It brags about the ‘wrath of Mauguh.’” Then it adds, in an intonation directed to the crowd, “So goes the judgment of the Hand.”

      “The judgment of the Hand,” the congregation murmurs. Even the loser Galg joins in, though its voice is dejected. It may have been robbed of its anger (no!), but not its sadness.

      Ulrich and I look from one creature to another, dumbfounded. But Sol says, “I’m telling you. Magic.”

      “No! You can’t bet an emotion!” I exclaim.

      “Emotions are a third-level Wager,” the priest says patiently. “They are the second-highest Wager I am empowered to authorize, but there are also two levels below, and two above. The bigger the prize, the bigger the Wager must be. You have two Wagers ahead of you. First, the Wager that I ask you as a favor. Then you will have to Wager on the highest level possible to gain what you seek: a being’s freedom, and your path home.”
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      “You could take us home?” I say. “You could reopen the Port?”

      “Yes,” Guhnach responds. “I assume you’ll wish to return if—er, once you’ve secured the freedom of your companion?”

      I don’t like that hesitation about our odds, but I say, “Yes, of course. Where is she?”

      “She?”

      “Our friend.”

      Guhnach inclines its mask. “In the Tower of the Glutton, where all the Wager-bound prisoners go. Doxe Ungam is the overseer of any loss of life or freedom, so you will need to petition it for a Wager. As the Priest Lord, I can authorize only the next highest level.”

      The Priest Lord reattaches its shield—its Relic—to its body. “This is Avariccia, the City of Games. You come here during the Festival of the Hand, when whatever you seek can be yours, as long as your Wager is sufficient.”

      No. We don’t have to play these creatures’ sick games. There has to be another way.

      “Do you understand what you must put at stake?” Guhnach says.

      “We left our wallets in our home universe,” I say. “Sorry. Nothing to wager.”

      “Nothing? Nothing at all?”

      No, I really don’t like where this is going. “What do you want? Our smartphones? Our shoes?”

      “Playing dumb does not become you, friend,” Guhnach says. “I hoped the Wager between Mauguh and Galg would teach you about the necessary parity of Wagers. They must be even. To win freedom, only your own freedom can be Wagered. Well, that or your life itself.”

      I scowl at it. “We’re not about to put our lives in your… hands. You expect us to play games with, like, dice we’ve never seen before? Back home we would call that ‘home court advantage.’ Making the Wager definitely un-even.”

      The priest gives this serious consideration. Then it says, “That is a just point, though the two Wagers you will be playing involve different games than rolling the astragali. We’ll explain the rules thoroughly before you begin each game. We don’t get a lot of visitors, so you’ll have to forgive my thoughtlessness.”

      It indicates Mauguh and Galg. The former is striding off to the front doors of the temple, perhaps to rejoin its silver friends and brag about its “doubled” anger. The latter talks quietly with a few others; one of them pokes Galg’s suit, as if to elicit an angry response, but the creature  shrugs.

      “May their Wager prove to you,” the priest goes on, “there is no cause for alarm. Wagers are consensual and voluntary.”

      “Yeah?” Ulrich breaks in. “What happens if one of the Wagerers decides to quit halfway through?”

      “The Hand will not suffer it to live,” Guhnach says. “But it’s rare for a Wagerer to show such dishonor. You’ll find our Wagers, and our Wager Lords, to be exceedingly fair.”

      Maybe this creature isn’t a complete monster—though I still don’t know what’s under that suit. Or behind any of those little doors. “So… you’re a Wager Lord, then? That’s how you have that—thing?”

      “A Relic.” Guhnach nods. “There are five of us in total. Each to lead one of the five castes. Well… there were five Lords, until recently.”

      “What happened to the fifth?” I ask.

      “Chaum the Soldier Lord has forgotten itself—and slain another,” the priest says. “The Peasant Lord, Gluhnt. I fear that Uench the Merchant Lord will be targeted next. The Wager I ask you to make—it will be to correct the damage the sorcerer from your world has wrought here. Chaum would have never considered slaying its fellow Lords if not for the poison the sorcerer planted in its heart.”

      “I—what?” The sorcerer, again. What had Ilana done to this place?

      “I have heard the wisdom of the Hand That Never Closes, here in this holy space,” says Guhnach. “Only another traveler from the sorcerer’s world can stop the destruction the sorcerer has set us toward. Come, I will leave my Sublord in charge here.”

      The Priest Lord heads between the rows of pews. I hurry to follow, and Sol and Ulrich trail behind me, protesting for more answers. Several of the acolytes rise and accompany us to serve as the Lord’s guard. The rest of the congregation stays in place, chattering among themselves as Guhnach leads us toward an arched pair of doors where two of the temple’s petal wings meet.

      As soon as I catch up with it, Guhnach says, “You say the sorcerer forced you through the Port?”

      “You keep calling her that,” I say. “I think there’s a misunderstanding here. Magic doesn’t exist—uh, not in our world, at least. ”

      “The misunderstanding is yours,” Guhnach observes. “The sorcerer may have originated on Earth, but its travels elsewhere and its Wagers here have much changed it. And it came here with an advantage that no Avariccian, not even a Lord, could match. It cheats.”

      “How?” I ask.

      Guhnach raises its hand and the large doors open of their own accord. “With a set of tools profane to the Hand, allowing it to control others and rob them of consent. Wielding these tools extracts its own cost, which the sorcerer itself seems to have forgotten. Whatever human it once was, think that human now dead. Now, refer to it as the sorcerer, one without background, identity, or family, defined only by what it seeks.”

      I let this line of inquiry drop, along with my jaw, as I see the world beyond the temple.

      We’re looking out onto Avariccia, a walled city of many narrow streets, with a warren of Renaissance-esque reddish-brown-roofed buildings crouching together. The Five-Petaled Temple, as Guhnach called it, sits on a hill, giving us a commanding view of the city. The scene is bathed in a violet light like no sky I’ve experienced before. In the middle of Avariccia is a vast plaza thronged with glinting creatures. And a red-brick tower, highest of all, looms over the plaza.

      Beyond the city walls, I see meadows, trees, forests, all Earth-like, but the dark shapes swooping above them wouldn’t belong back home. They make me recall the horrid pairs of serpents in Graham’s World. However, these new fliers show no interest in attacking the city. On a hill outside Avariccia, a mass of silvery figures glitters (an army?); clusters of houses dot the far hills. I wonder what other cities are out there past the horizon—oceans, mountains, canyons? It’s not my first Port, not my first rodeo, but how far have we traveled? How have we come to this fully realized Other place?

      Is this the heaven that Nadia and her Tenacious Trainers have been seeking? Or one of infinite hells?

      “Good God,” says Sol, thrumming with excitement. Next to him, Ulrich peers suspiciously out at the city, as if expecting something to ambush him at any moment. He’s probably got the right idea.

      “You are awed by the City of Games,” Guhnach says.

      I nod shakily. “Don’t think I’m a rube or anything, but I don’t get out beyond Earth much. I—”

      Then I clamp my fool mouth shut. I was about to mention that I had made a trip or two through other Ports, but that’s information on a strictly need-to-know basis, isn’t it? These… Avariccians don’t need to know, if they don’t already, about Portsmouth’s special status as a nexus of worlds. If these creatures have any interest in interdimensional conquest, then Portsmouth would make a fine place to call home …

      “You what, Allard?” Guhnach asks keenly.

      “Is this your only city, or are there more cities out there?” I ask.

      It brushes the question off. “Our world is vast. For me to speak of it would shatter your tiny brain. So let us move on through the city. We will petition the Doxe to hold the Wager tonight for your friend’s freedom. The Doxe will grant your desire if you promise to first fulfill the Wager I desire you to make… against Chaum.”

      “The guy who killed one of your fellow Lords,” I say. “Why in the hell would he want to Wager with me?”

      “As a human, you have… much to offer certain yearning Avariccians like the Soldier Lord.”

      “But—” I’m not ready to consent to a Wager when I don’t know yet what’s at stake, and certainly not against a killer.

      But Guhnach is already on the move. Sol and Ulrich follow the Priest Lord down a set of white marble steps to the stone road. I notice we have a good view of a bustling business district. Many other Avariccians call this city home. All wear metal suits with humanlike masks, but unlike Guhnach and his flock, most of these out in public aren’t red. Instead, three other colors pop up with regularity—gold, silver, and brown. Only once do I spot a fifth color, off in the distance, a blue.

      I can figure out what colors belong to the other castes in this city, because I’m noticing the pattern. Shopkeepers and hawkers all wear gold suits. Every Avariccian that I see with a weapon—mostly giant hammers and staves, for bashing through armor rather than trying to pierce it—wears a silver suit, so that’s clearly the soldier caste. And the scuffed and dented mud-brown suits must belong to the peasant caste, the one whose Lord was assassinated; these are the most numerous locals I see.

      What’s curious to me is that the paving stones of the road constantly trip up the suited creatures. Why pave the streets in a way that would be hard on their own feet?

      According to Guhnach, Mauguh was crowing about getting closer to “humanity.” Why would it want to be like us puny meatbags? Why do they wear human faces on their suits, come to think of it? Who are they trying to impress? Surely not us…

      I walk a little ways down the street and then look back at the temple.

      The structure from the outside takes my breath away. It is indeed in the shape of a flower, as I figured from the way the wings were laid out in the interior, bearing five petals with the same striking black-and-white striping pattern as inside. The Five-Petaled Temple perches majestically on the hill with the eerie violet light striking its ornate facade—are the sculpted figures all tightly interwoven playing out scenes of battle, or of fornication? All of them look human. None of the figures are wearing a metal suit.

      However, I do see a sculpted Hand crowning the triangular part of the facade—the pediment, I think it’s called. The Hand sculpture looks a lot like the one on the altar inside. A hole in its palm yawns darkness.

      The Hand That Never Closes. I hope it’s as much a figment of their imagination as Jeebus, Allah, and Shiva are for us. But that hard shield, that “Relic,” glowed with the stakes of the Wager…

      Guhnach leads us through a procession of lanes and alleyways. Little of the atmospheric violet light pierces through the close-set buildings looming over the streets; lanterns and torches provide most of the illumination. Along the way, several Avariccians from the gold, brown, and silver castes greet the Priest Lord in the harsh native language. Each request or inquiry the Priest Lord answers with a brief few words.

      “What are they asking?” Sol finally inquires.

      “They wish to know whether the Hand will protect them from Soldier Lord Chaum and his army,” Guhnach says. “I do my best to reassure them, but I’m sure some will turn to the astragalomancers next for answers. Seeking the future from a roll of the ankle bones.” It snorts. “As if the Hand would gift a common street diviner with knowledge of things to come.”

      Suddenly the sight I glimpsed on the hill, the mass of silver creature, makes sense to me. “The Soldier Lord and his faithful—they’re camped right outside the city, aren’t they?”

      The Priest Lord grunts in assent. “The rogue army has remained on the Hill of Generation for days, plotting I know not what. Chaum’s rebellion casts a dark shadow over the Festival. So far Chaum has shown no aggression toward the city, though some fear it’s only a matter of time… the Doxe and I have been doing our best to keep everyone calm and celebrating.”

      “Goddamn alien buggers!” Ulrich swears, flinching, as he’s done every time he walks near one of the Avariccians. Can’t say I blame him. I still keep thinking of those little doors swinging open back in the temple.

      “I don’t believe Milly would have gotten herself mixed up with these creatures,” Ulrich hisses to me. “Not on purpose. That bitch Ilana must have done a Wager using Milly’s freedom as the stakes, rather than her own.”

      “Right, using that mysterious set of tools,” I say, appreciating his insight if not his choice of words. “Guhnach implied that that the toolset allowed Ilana to break the Avariccians’ laws of consent for Wagers. But without a handy rule-bending toolset ourselves, we leave ourselves to the mercy of chance if we do a Wager. Well, worse than pure chance, if this Hand thing wants to fix the Wager for the home team.”

      “Then we shouldn’t even do a Wager!” Ulrich says. “We know where she’s being held—in that tower. We could figure out a way to break her out on our own.”

      “How? By our nonexistent force?” I’m sure Guhnach is listening to us. “No, Ulrich.”

      “Let me also go on record against the force option,” Sol puts in absently. I see him examining his surroundings with fascination. He’s been inclining his ear toward the ground from time to time; I wonder if he’s using his powers of “psychogeography” here, too, like in Portsmouth. He claimed to me he could hear the voice of Portsmouth itself speaking to him. If this city speaks to him, will he even understand?

      “Hey,” I say finally. “What are you hearing, buddy?”

      Sol shakes his head. “I’d have to really go for a walk on my own. This walk is too purposeful for me to understand what this city is saying. But—don’t think I’d want to head out into these streets by myself…”

      “A wise idea to stick together, yeah,” I say.

      “All I can tell is that this city is muddled, somehow,” Sol says. “Upset and out of balance. Voices from the past affecting the present.”

      “Come, behold the Campo,” Guhnach breaks in to announce.

      We pass through a narrow alley and enter the city plaza—or rather, what now serves as an arena.

      Solid rows of fastidiously designed storefronts and mansions border the arena. Curiously, all of them feature human-sized doorways that have been crudely enlarged, so Avariccians can enter them with their bulky suits. In a normal city, this plaza might be a pedestrian area where people come to have a picnic, feed the pigeons, and listen to the splash of civic fountains. What looks like a racetrack runs around the plaza in an oval, separated from great masses of Avariccians in every suit color by walls on either side. The spindly brick tower overlooks the Campo; the tower is square-sided and narrow and comes to a bulbous travertine head.

      A blue-suited creature with a mask wearing a stern expression sits on a chair on a high platform underneath the building with the tower. It confers with other blue Avariccians and gestures at the crowd below. In its lap is a roundish black thing, a shield like the one that Guhnach has. This guy must be Doxe Ungam.

      Guhnach’s acolytes have pushed their way through the crowd in front of us, announcing the presence of the Priest Lord, and the Avariccians clear a path. Guhnach walks steadily onward, ignoring the throng as it speaks to us.

      “The great races determine life or death, liberty or imprisonment, the highest level of Wager. Mounts have been racing all day on this final day of the Festival of the Hand. But now the races are over, and the Feast will begin soon. Thus we must ask Doxe Ungam for special permission to hold one more race after the Feast.”

      I notice now, as we get closer, that the racetrack is muddy, as if the Campo recently experienced a very localized rainstorm. “Hey, Guhnach. What exactly are the mounts that your people race? I’m assuming they’re not horses…”

      Guhnach’s mask inclines toward me. “No. We have seen mention of ‘horses’ in the old writings, but no Avariccian alive today has had the opportunity to see one. Though I suspect the unicorns are a related race.”

      “Unicorns?!” Sol breaks in with a gasp. “Are you fucking kidding me? You have unicorns here?!”

      “Whoa, calm down,” I say, though my mind, too, is spinning at the casual mention of a mythological creature.

      “We are getting ahead of ourselves,” Guhnach says. “All matters of the race will be explained once we actually gain approval.”

      The Priest Lord leads us through the yielding crowd to the base of the Doxe’s platform. Before we can ascend the stairs to the platform, however, an outraged shout echoes above our heads.

      “Guhnach!”

      We look up to see Doxe Ungam looming over us, surrounded by blue guards. Its mask conveys stern impassivity, but fury radiates from the creature within the suit as it speaks in harsh words I don’t understand.

      “What’s it saying?” Sol says.

      “The Doxe is displeased at the sight of more visitors from Earth. It wishes to know my reasoning.”

      Ulrich frowns. “You sure that’s the wording it used?”

      The Priest Lord waves at us. “Be quiet. Let me speak for you.” It turns back to address the Doxe.

      The Doxe makes a sharp, violent gesture with his right arm, and blue Avariccians emerge from the platform base perimeter to surround us. Ulrich tenses. I murmur to him: “Don’t panic… yet.”

      “I’ll panic when I want to panic!” he retorts.

      “The sorcerer from Earth poisoned the Soldier Lord Chaum’s mind,” Ungam booms—in English. Now it seems to be looking at us humans rather than Guhnach. Ilana must have taught this one our language too, to further her own ambitions here… whatever they might be.

      The Doxe’s mask reveals nothing, but the creature’s voice drips with bitter pleasure at our surprise and confusion: “Oh, yes. Don’t think your tricks and deceits will work on me, humans. It was one of your kind who influenced Chaum to murder Gluhnt and take the Peasant Relic. Now Uench cowers in the Tower of the Glutton, fearing that Chaum’s forces will soon arrive for the Merchant Relic. Do you come to ensure Chaum will collect that Relic, and mine, and Guhnach’s? Do you take me for a fool?”

      I elbow Ulrich before he can speak. He looks at me furiously but holds his tongue.

      “The Hand will not allow any further disruption of the city,” the Priest Lord says. “The Hand has sent these humans to me. Here is a bargain to consider. If you grant them permission to hold a fifth-level Wager tonight, they could fix what the sorcerer broke, starting with a fourth-level Wager against Chaum.”

      I understand the necessity of Guhnach’s “favor,” now that I see how suspiciously the Doxe views us (and with good reason). If we’ve got nothing to offer this Doxe, it’ll have no reason to trust us, and no incentive to schedule a special race for us.

      However, the Priest Lord’s offer—our offer—has fallen flat. Doxe Ungam says “Absolutely not,” and it disappears from view, past the edge of the platform. Its guards press in against us.

      Priest Lord Guhnach shouts: “Ungam! Where is your faith in the Hand?”

      “The Hand has abandoned us,” comes the reply.

      “The Doxe has… forgotten the Hand too, in its own way” Guhnach mutters.

      Now the blue Avariccians herd us away from the platform. I don’t want to resist, because I’m terrified of these big-suited things, but I hold my ground and say, “We can’t give up!”

      The Doxe’s guards shove me backward. I sprawl in the mud, then I spring right back up. “Guhnach!”

      “Divya, don’t fight them,” Sol says sharply. “You’re gonna get yourself killed.”

      But it’s not Sol’s objection that makes me back down—it’s the sight of the eternal powder keg, Ben Ulrich, preparing to explode. I’ll get both myself and him killed if I persist. So I put my hands up and walk backward.

      Two of the red acolytes come between the guards and me, as if to say We’ve got this taken care of, now back off. The guards stand down as the acolytes guide us away from the Doxe’s platform and back into the crowd, which, as before, parts for our progress. I notice that my companions look dejected, but I haven’t given up and I haven’t stopped thinking.

      “Guhnach,” I say. “Do we need the Doxe’s permission to make a Wager against Chaum—or can we do it ourselves and ask for forgiveness later? I mean, we know where he is…”

      The Priest Lord says in a startled tone, “There would be consequences. But… it is technically possible.”

      “And isn’t it worth it to stop Chaum, whether or not Doxe Ungam approves?” I press on. Not worth it to us, but certainly to Guhnach and its people…

      Guhnach glances nervously around us, though I’m guessing most of these Avariccians don’t understand human language. Finally it says, “If you do not succeed—if you allow Chaum to win—you’ll bring doom on all of us. Are you prepared to win the Wager?”

      “If the Hand wills it,” I say with a sly smile.

      “Then… let us go to the Hill of Generation. I’ll tell you all you need to know to play your best hands, and… yes, the rest will be up to the Hand That Never Closes.” The Priest Lord pauses. “Whose name I trust you will not profane.”

      As we head through the winding city lanes, Guhnach explains the rules of the Wager ahead. This time we can a game closer to my own experience: cards. Ulrich and I get so busy tussling over who possesses the greater skill at cards that I’m startled when we arrive at the break in the wall. The gate is flanked by blue guards and topped by a bronze sculpture of a snarling dragon’s head.

      Guhnach confers with the guards, then they open the gate. We walk through and the gate closes behind us.
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      An Avariccian legend gives the Hill of Generation its name, Guhnach explains as we trudge across the field. Long ago, the world was a lonely place. The forests were silent and the rivers were empty; the people of Avariccia longed for companions. So the Hand That Never Closes tapped its great fingers on the hilltop, and the hill trembled and burst open with creatures large and small: things that flew and things that ran and things that swam.

      Sure, that sounds like nonsense to me, like all religious stories (hear the one about turning water into wine? Great party trick!). I can still appreciate that the Hill is a sacred place to the Avariccians—which makes the thousand silver soldiers gathered on its summit an especially offensive sight to Guhnach. But that doesn’t mean Guhnach is afraid; in fact, the Priest Lord left its retinue of acolytes at the gate.

      “There should be no reason to fear,” it tells us. “Chaum still has enough honor, I believe, not to slaughter us without cause. The Soldier Lord will recognize my caste color at a distance.”

      Still, I can’t exactly relax during the walk. Every chirp and grunt from the woods by the field makes me think of all those animals supposedly bursting out of the hill. I also haven’t forgotten the dark flying shapes I spotted from outside the Five-Petaled Temple. Once, I hear a long shriek that deepens into a growl, and I wonder how such a wildly divergent sound could come from one throat.

      But nothing attacks us from the woods, and no arrows or spears come flying from Chaum’s army. As we approach their encampment, three silver Avariccians come out to meet us. One stands out from the others immediately, with an extra… feature in its mask.

      It has eyes.

      Two human eyes are somehow planted in its grinning silver face. They aren’t just for decoration, either; the Avariccian is actually using them. They swivel, and they focus on me.

      This can’t be.

      Oh, it can. It can right here, where magic reigns. Just like Sol said.

      Fuck magic!

      I stop myself from fleeing in terror from the Avariccian with the eyes. It must be Soldier Lord Chaum: the other two soldiers defer to it. Chaum looms over me, grasping a mallet that could crush my skull. I force myself to stare deep into the eyes in its mask.

      They look a little familiar. They couldn’t be… Milly’s?

      Whose else would they be?

      Ulrich says, in a distressed voice, “Where did it get those eyes, Allard?!”

      Oh, Milly. I can’t leap to that assumption, though, and I can’t let my companions do so either. I can picture Ulrich, he of little sense, charging at the Soldier Lord, never considering that the mallet could put a serious crimp in his day.

      “Doesn’t matter,” I say firmly. “We’ve got a card game to play. Now are you good at cards, Ben, or have you been pissing down my leg and telling me it’s raining? I remember you bombing—hard—against McLaren in that department poker tourney.”

      The big man hunches over. “I’m… listen, you’re some kind of expert?”

      “I’m better than you. I can almost guarantee it.”

      “Almost isn’t good enough,” Ulrich growls. “If you fuck this up for us…”

      “I won’t,” I say.

      Sol touches my shoulder. “Hey—I’m pretty good at cards too. I’m a killer at Phase 10. I’ll be your second. You both get a second, right?”

      “Mauguh,” Guhnach says to one of the Soldier Lord’s lieutenants, “I see where your loyalties lie now. You came to the temple to spy, not to worship.”

      I’ve been so focused on Chaum that I didn’t even notice the return of the silver Avariccian from the temple: Mauguh, the one who won Galg’s anger in the Wager. That laughing female face is unmistakable. It must have reported on our arrival to Chaum.

      Now Chaum speaks for the first time. Unfortunately, it’s in the Avariccian language.

      “Chaum wishes to know if you’ve come to Wager,” Guhnach translates.

      “Yes, of course,” I say with false bravado. “I’m ready for it.”

      “M-me too,” Sol puts in.

      Chaum speaks again, and Guhnach says, “Chaum instructs us to follow.”

      Confused, I agree. The Soldier Lord leads us through its camp to the other side of the summit. Here, several tables and chairs are set up in a dining or lounging area at the edge of a dropoff overlooking a tremendous expanse of the countryside. Now I see that the other buildings and settlements in the distance I glimpsed earlier are in a state of decay.

      Sol whoops. “I’ve gotta get a closer look!” He races out to the very edge.

      “Hey! Sol!” I call out. I hope I can catch him before he breaks his fool neck.

      My young friend manages to avoid pitching himself over the edge, as he halts and stares down in wonder. I have to look where he’s looking.

      This side of the Hill of Generation has a gaping hole bashed into it by… something. A huge, complicated wreck of metal and shattered glass, all twisted pipes and half-walls and broken corridors, festooned with several heaps of inscrutable machinery, melds with the hillside. It’s a startling contrast to the pastoral landscape around it, though nature has been working to claim the wreck for its own, growing trees through the floors and twisting vines around the machines.

      “You two left me alone with those things,” Ulrich says angrily behind me. “What are you… wow. What is that?”

      “How did you ever earn your detective’s badge?” I say. “That’s a giant spaceship.”

      “We were once explorers and conquerors,” someone says in English. “But we forgot our history. The sorcerer helped me remember, and now we will be conquerors again.”

      It’s Soldier Lord Chaum, who has apparently been feigning ignorance of our language. What a creep for Ilana to throw her lot in with, though I suppose they’re kindred spirits after all.

      Guhnach places its Relic on a table and gestures at the Soldier Lord and me. “You must name your Wagers,” it says.

      “I desire the human’s hearing,” Chaum says, sitting at the table. “I will Wager the same.”

      Right. He’s got the eyes, now why not the ears next?

      “So you’re… assembling yourself into a human being, one piece at a time?” I ask.

      “I will be human,” says Chaum. “The sorcerer promised me it would be so. Humanity is the conqueror’s form.”

      “Why would you listen to her over your own god, the Hand?” I say.

      Chaum is grinning, but then again, he’s always grinning. “The sorcerer is my god now. It will come again, and I will rule the City of Games. Then I’ll come for your world.”

      “Peace, Chaum,” says Priest Lord Guhnach. “You blaspheme with your every word.”

      “I agree to your Wager,” I tell Chaum. “My hearing for yours.”

      It nods. It’s convinced it’ll win no matter what, since it has the home court advantage. It’s probably right.

      “Place your Wagers,” the Doxe says.

      Sol and I take our seats, and Mauguh does the same next to Chaum the Soldier Lord, who puts a mailed hand on the Relic. I tentatively reach out to touch the pitted surface of the shield. One of the doors to Chaum’s suit opens and a glowing essence swirls out, attaching itself to the shield—and then I feel excruciating pain in both my ears.

      I let out an agonized moan as I realize that they are ripping. My ears are separating from my head. My world goes silent.

      My dismembered ears float down and attach to the surface of the Relic. I realize that with all the Avariccians wearing masks, I won’t be able to hear what they’re saying or even when they’re talking. My hand flies up to the left side of my head, and my fingers search the skin. It’s absolutely smooth flesh, as if the ear were never there.

      As I’m gripped by panic and ready to bolt from the table, Sol squeezes my hand. I don’t know sign language, nor can I read lips. But I can interpret my friend’s attempt to calm me, and it’s working. I give him a stoic nod. If I don’t carry through with this Wager, I’ll never get my goddamn ears back.

      “Okay,” I say aloud, not able to hear my own voice, “let’s get this over with.”

      Guhnach deals the cards to begin the game, which is called Maw. It’s a game for four; if Sol wins, that’ll count as a win for me, and the same goes for Mauguh as Chaum’s second. We’ll play through five “tricks.” I’ll have to either win three of them or else “spoil” the distribution to prevent the Soldier Lord or his lieutenant from winning three. Each of us receives five cards, then Guhnach lays the next card from the deck face up on the table.

      Thankfully I know my way around a deck of cards back on Earth turf, and these Maw cards are roughly equivalent, taking their suits from four of the five castes of Avariccia: golden coins (merchants), red five-petaled flowers (priests), brown hammer and tongs (peasants), and silver swords (soldiers). Instead of aces, kings, queens, and jacks, the “face” cards are gates, Lords, Sublords, and Relics. The only real, non-cosmetic difference here is that there are four suit colors rather than two, with each affecting the ranking of that suit’s gate. The card that Guhnach turned over, a four of swords, shows us that swords will be the trionfo (trump) suit for this round.

      Guhnach told us back in the city that Avariccians call playing this game “heaving at the maw,” because the tension is high enough to make a player sick. Now I understand exactly what it means. I look at the hand I’ve got, blinking in bewilderment. If the Hand That Never Closes determines the cards I’ve gotten, then he must have it in for me.

      Mauguh is to the left of Guhnach, so it goes first: eight of coins. Now Chaum must either play a coin card, to match the suit, or one of the four trionfi: five of swords (which they call “five fingers,” presumably to represent the Hand That Never Closes), Relic of swords (also known as “Noble Lord’s Relic”), gate of flowers (hmm), or gate of swords.

      Chaum lays down a Noble Lord’s Relic. I’m next, and I’ve got… nothing good. I put down a three of coins, knowing that I’ve already lost this trick and not wanting to waste a better card. Sol lays down a gate of swords.

      “Hey,” I hiss at him, hoping my voice doesn’t come out too garbled. “You’ve gotta hold onto your trumps if someone’s already put down a higher one. Otherwise you’re wasting them.”

      I read Sol’s lips clearly enough during his one-word response: Shit.

      So Chaum wins the trick and then gets to start the next one. Unfortunately, it wins that one, too. Its eyes, Milly’s eyes, glitter at me with cruelty. It’s probably cackling right now.

      Clumsy. Stupid. Get with it, girl.

      Chaum needs one more. I’ve been holding onto this trionfo for too long. I put down my gate of flowers. None of the other players is able to beat it, and I take my first trick. I lead the fourth trick with the stronger card of the two I have left. Sol hesitates, looking at the card. If he can win this trick, he’ll help stop Chaum from getting his three. If he throws the trick to me and I win it, that’ll be two for me, but if I lose out to Chaum, it’s game over and ears gone for good.

      Sol plays it conservatively. He tops my card, neither Chaum nor Mauguh can beat him, and he takes the fourth trick. Sol leads off the last trick, and the rest of us rapidly throw down our last cards. I exhale in relief as I see I’ve narrowly beaten the Soldier Lord with my eight of hammer and tongs over his seven.

      Priest Lord Guhnach gathers the cards. Since no one collected three tricks, the round was “spoiled.” Now we start over with a new round, and this time the trump suit is flowers. Since the gate of flowers is a trionfo no matter what, according to the rules of Maw, that leaves only three trumps instead of four.

      Then everyone but Chaum visibly startles and looks up at the sky. I follow… suit. A fanciful silhouette soars over us: the head and wings of an eagle, the body of some sort of large cat. If I didn’t know better, I’d say we’re all looking at the underbelly of the mythological creature known as a griffin. Just like the name for the roll o’bones that cost Galg his most prized emotion.

      But I do know better, so I remind myself to emphasize the “myth” in mythological. It’s an illusion. A distraction somehow conjured by Chaum or his lieutenants to make me lose.

      I won’t fall for it. I say loudly—I think it’s loudly, but who really knows?— “Are we gonna play, or are we gonna watch the wildlife?”

      Mauguh and Sol and Ulrich and Guhnach turn back to me. Ulrich is wringing his hands. Guhnach gesticulates at me; it’s probably saying something, but damned if I know what. I ignore it and start the trick with a Sublord of swords, which no one beats—I take the trick.

      Laughing Mauguh takes the next. The Soldier Lord catches both Sol and me napping and takes the third.

      I have to win the last two tricks. Chaum will do his best to spoil me.

      Though I’m pretty good at cards, I’ve never thought them worth more than a way to pass a quiet shift. And games involving chance are a waste of money. I remember your frustration during the one time we ever visited a casino, that time when you dragged me along to the Hairless Werewolves show down in Hampton. Do a little bet, you said. It’s not fun if you don’t bet. I told you I was having plenty fun just being with you… and didn’t you roll your eyes at that.

      With you, it was never fun, never an adventure, unless there was something at risk. Something at stake. I never understood that. Really, you should be the one here in my place to rescue Milly. You knew how to play the odds and win. Until, of course, that night when Councilor Stone handed you your first real loss, and your last.

      Well, Hannah, this one’s for you. I’m playing to win.

      Are you? you respond. Then why don’t you take a closer look at your opponents?

      You—or my sleuthing brain, or some metaphysical combination of the two—have got a point. As I look carefully at both Chaum and Mauguh, I notice something crucial. I’ve been so focused on winning Maw the “right” way that I overlooked the advantage that the two silver Avariccians offered me from the start: the reflection of their cards in their chestplates.

      Good god. I could have used that information twenty minutes ago. But it’s not too late. I can only hope that the Avariccians’ pretend deity doesn’t strike me dead on the spot for cheating.

      Well, neither of them can beat a ten of flowers unless Chaum plays that gate of flowers it’s got. I don’t think it will—it’ll save that trionfo for the last trick. So I’ll save my own trionfo for then too.

      I play the ten and I take the fourth trick. I start the last trick by throwing down the five of flowers, the “five fingers,” the stand-in for the god that Chaum can’t stop profaning. It won’t be able to beat the five fingers. No one can.

      There.

      Eat it, eye-stealing fucker.

      Soldier Lord Chaum bolts up from the table. Mauguh grabs Chaum’s arm before the sore loser can flee—the Soldier Lord must stay here for what happens next. As Guhnach said, there are dire consequences otherwise.

      My detached ears rise from the Relic. They look differently shaped than I’m used to, and they’re glowing brilliantly, the essence of Chaum’s hearing clinging to them. Then they fly toward me, and the reattachment to my head is almost as painful as the detachment. I scream mutely until the sound pierces my consciousness.

      Then other sounds flood in: Chaum’s distorted protests, questions from Sol as he shakes my shoulder, Guhnach denouncing the Soldier Lord, angry shouting from Chaum’s army, and… further sounds. Distant footsteps, things crawling, things laughing and bellowing and crying, the flap of a far-away flag…

      … and underneath it all, a murmuring voice. It’s coming from the Relic. I can’t figure out how to turn the other sounds down so I can hear what the voice is saying, but I have the hair-raising feeling it’s talking to me.

      “—hear me?” Sol says again.

      “Yeah. And a hell of a lot else too. Almost too much.”

      I lean in toward the Relic, but Guhnach stops me. “Don’t listen too closely to the Hand,” it says. “Not yet. You’re the first human to hear its voice. It may drive you mad if you’re not prepared.”

      “Here we go again with the tiny human brain stuff,” I snap. “Don’t tell me what I—”

      A surge of voices and other sounds from the City of Games overwhelms me then. I sit down hard on my haunches, clapping my hands over my newly regained ears. Rustling, chewing, scraping, giggling, whispering, screaming, tapping, thumping… Too much at once. Too much!

      “Focus,” commands the Priest Lord through his sorrowful mask. “Focus on what’s around you, Allard. Tune out anything you don’t need.”

      Easy for him to say. I squeeze my eyes shut and concentrate. I try to re-categorize each sound according to its distance from me. I picture a stage of endless breadth and plop the sounds down on the stage in two general groupings: near and far. Then I unfurl a heavy red curtain to cut off the far sounds—they’re now backstage. The tension in my head eases, and the furor dies down.

      “Good,” says Guhnach, mask nodding. “I had wondered at the foolishness of giving humans my people’s superior senses. But you’ve shown you may not be crushed entirely by the experience.”

      “I’m—glad,” I say. “To be a credit to my species and all.”

      Sol is looking closely at my ears. “Can I, um, touch them?”

      “Sure.”

      I feel the brush of his fingertips—good, at least they’re not numb zombie ears—and then he experiments with tugging at an ear. I bat his hand away. “Okay, that’s enough.”

      “This hasn’t solved the Soldier Lord problem,” Ulrich says. “It’s still alive.”

      “Yeah, but look at the thing,” Sol points out. “What kind of offensive will it be leading now?”

      Mauguh and the other Avariccian are guiding the Soldier Lord away into the camp. Chaum seems slouched and defeated. However…

      “Ulrich’s right,” I say. “As long as the Soldier Lord lives, it’s a threat to the other Lords. It doesn’t need hearing to harass its fellow Avariccians; its soldiers are clearly still loyal. One of them might even voluntarily Wager its hearing and throw the bet.”

      “I would never approve such a Wager,” Guhnach says. Then it pauses. “Though I may not hold my office for long if they keep up their attacks…”

      He straightens. “Well, you have earned the right to Wager for your friend’s freedom. Doxe Ungam cannot deny you now.”

      That’s when I realize that Guhnach hasn’t spoken English since I got my ears back. Thanks to Chaum—I think?—I can now understand the Avariccian language.
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      Doxe Ungam holds court in its palace banquet hall. The long Feast table is full of dishes and bowls of nasty-looking stuff that a bunch of blue-suited Avariccians are busy consuming. Doors in their suits open and horrifying fanged mouths extrude to take bites from the meal. Before I can get a closer look at what, exactly, these creatures are eating, the Doxe roars in the Avariccian tongue, “Guhnach! Now you bring these humans into my palace?!”

      “Ungam,” says Guhnach, “the Soldier Lord has lost its hearing in a Wager. We should unite our powers against Chaum soon—before it can recover and murder us as it did Gluhnt.”

      The Doxe taps its mailed fingers on its chair. “Well done, priest.”

      “I had nothing to do with it,” Guhnach replies. “These humans took on the Soldier Lord and won. Allard’s ears were Wagered for our sake. Now they should be allowed to Wager to free the sorcerer’s prisoner.”

      “Guhnach—have you not considered the wrath of the sorcerer, if it finds its prisoner gone?”

      A dry chuckle escapes the priest’s sorrowful mask. “Ah. Fear, not disgust, keeps you from acting. You fear to defy the sorcerer and its grim tools. But you underestimate the power of the Hand. It will give us grace and strength to banish the sorcerer for good.”

      “You say that as if you believe it,” the Doxe responds acidly. “Yet the sorcerer bent the Hand to its will last time, not the other way around. What will have changed?”

      I speak up, surprising both of them. “You’ll have us on your side. In fact, once we’re all back home, I’ll stop her from ever coming back to Avariccia.”

      I can’t stand the thought of this alien’s cowardice preventing us from even trying to free Milly. I don’t break my stare at the grim mask of Doxe Ungam. At last it says:

      “So be it. Let there be a final race after the Feast, with your full understanding of the consequences.”

      “Oh, I know what’ll be at stake,” I say.

      The stern mask of Ungam looks at us, then it says in English, “Before you sit at my table, I need to show you three something. Come.”

      Guhnach lifts a reassuring hand. “Go. It is safe. I will remain here.”

      We follow the Doxe and a couple of his guards through the palace halls until we reach a door that makes me jump. It features a stone carving of the Hand That Never Closes that’s taller than me, the fingers curled as if the sculpture is reaching toward us. The Doxe places its hand in the hole in the Hand’s palm and speaks a quick phrase in a musical language quite unlike the Avariccian tongue. The door swings open.

      We proceed up a narrow flight of stairs. I realize that we must climbing what Guhnach called the “Tower of the Glutton.” Then I begin to hear moans and cries for mercy coming from above.

      “What the hell is that noise?” Ulrich says.

      “This is where all Wager-bound prisoners go,” says Doxe Ungam. “To await their freedom, to die, or perhaps both.”

      As we pass a closed door, the Doxe adds, “That is where the Merchant Lord Uench currently hides, despite my wishes. It’s normally a warden’s station.”

      Finally, we reach the top of the stairs and the source of the anguished voices. The head of the tower is ringed with cells, each given one window with an admittedly spectacular view of the City of Games. Avariccians occupy all the cells except for one.

      I thought I’d be prepared for the sight of Officer Milly Fragonard.

      But no, I’m not, as I see the dirty and ragged figure of my former friend sitting quietly on a cot in the last cell. Milly is alive… but not whole.

      “Milly!” I exclaim.

      She lifts her face. Where her eyes should be, there is only smooth skin. As if Milly’s eyes never existed at all. That thieving scumbag Chaum deformed her for his own gain, and now she’ll never see again.

      “Allard,” she croaks, fumbling to her feet. “What the heck…?”

      Ulrich staggers and goes down on one knee, as if he’s about to propose. But he’s just lost control of his legs from shock. “Goddamn bastards,” he mutters. “Goddamn bastards…”

      Sol offers him a hand but he refuses. Ulrich pulls himself upright and shouts, “Milly! I’m here for you, girl.” The detective sticks his fingers through the cell bars, but he quickly yelps and pulls his hand back as if he touched a stove.

      “It is a privilege—rarely extended—to visit a Wager-bound prisoner,” Doxe Ungam says. “Do not take it for granted, and do not attempt to touch the prisoner. These cells course with the Hand’s magic.”

      “Was that Ulrich, too?” Milly mutters. “Jesus, what have you people done? You’re never going to get out of here alive!”

      “We plan otherwise,” I say. “And you’re gonna come with us.”

      “I’m not leaving without you,” Ulrich says.

      Even without eyes, Milly’s face expresses her surprise. Her full lips snap open and shut. “Ben, I honestly never knew you cared.”

      “I’m full of surprises,” the detective says. “You are too, looks like.” His harsh laugh threatens to turn into a sob.

      “I… appreciate it, friends, but you can’t get me out,” Milly says, sinking back onto her cot.

      “We can,” I say, “with a Wager.”

      “No! Do not risk your own freedom for me. Go home, Divya. And Ben. Both of you, go home and leave me here.”

      “Milly—”

      “You heard me loud and clear,” Milly shouts. She flies toward our voices and grasps the bars of her cell, only to release them. “Augh! God—bless it!” Milly flaps her hands, trying to shake the pain out.

      “Are you okay?” Ulrich cries.

      “Yes, now go, you damned idiot, and take Allard with you! Get back to Earth and don’t come back!”

      Doxe Ungam sounds uncomfortable as it speaks up: “That’s enough for this visit. The Feast awaits you all; come.”

      “But—” Ulrich protests.

      I cut him off by grabbing his arm and growling, “We’re only upsetting her at this point. Let’s go. We’ll talk over dinner.”

      Sol, who didn’t dare speak a word to Milly, is the first to follow the Doxe back down the stairs. I drag Ulrich along too. He casts one desperate look back at Milly before we leave the cells.
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      We occupy three chairs recently vacated by guests who had their fill. Only once we’ve sat down to the table do I get my first clue about what’s on the menu.

      All the food, no matter how it’s been served, sliced, and sculpted, no matter how succulent it might smell, is the same queasy pink: the steak-like slabs, the semi-liquid soups, the thin stacked layers like a virulent lasagna. All pink, and hard little objects poke out of the cuisine.

      Teeth.

      I did see them eating. I picture the fanged maws waiting behind every little door in the Avariccians’ metal suits. My hunger disappears right quick, to be replaced by nausea.

      “This is… you,” I gasp, turning to Doxe Ungam. “This is your people—whatever you creatures are made of!”

      The Doxe answers me in Avariccian, which I belatedly realize I’ve been speaking as well. “This is the Feast to close out the Festival. Of course we are consuming the losers of the day’s races. What else would we do? What else would we eat?”

      “Put that down!” I holler at Ulrich, who’s just picked up his fork. Startled, he lets it clatter to the table. I switch back to Avariccian as I address the Doxe: “What else would you eat? I don’t know, how about griffin meat? How about a fucking salad?! What is this cannibalism?”

      “Cannibal…?” The Doxe says the word in English, sounding confused. I realize I spoke that word in English, too—do the Avariccians not even have a word for this despicable practice?

      “You eat your own people,” I say in its native tongue, carefully stringing the words together.

      “Only those who have consented,” Doxe Ungam replies, still sounding perplexed. “It is the risk those who enter the great races accept. It is a natural part of our lifecycle. We cannot eat the poisonous animals or the poisonous plants of our world; we must consume our own.”

      “Divya, what’s the problem?” Sol speaks up.

      “Avariccians are every course in this meal,” I say faintly. I miss his response, because Ungam’s words have me thinking. It’d be a severe evolutionary disadvantage to find every animal and plant in the world toxic. Unless, of course, this isn’t their world at all.

      “Obviously it’s not,” I grumble, annoyed with myself for not putting the pieces together. Nothing about the City of Games seems suited for these galumphing armored creatures, not even the doorways. And I’ve already seen how they got here.

      “Where do you come from?” I ask the Doxe. “What’s your homeworld, and how did you get here?”

      “This… this is my home and my world,” it says. “I have always been here. My ancestors have always been here.”

      Overcome with irritation, I poke the Doxe’s suit. “Then why do you need this? You people can’t even breathe the air here without a protective suit, can you?”

      “Be silent,” the Doxe half-heartedly commands me.

      I have to push it a little further. “I saw your ancestors’ ship. On the far side of the Hill of Generation. That is your people’s ship, isn’t it?”

      Doxe Ungam gets up and leaves the table without another word. I think I’ve honestly offended the Doxe. Did I sound like the jerks back home who see my South Asian looks and can’t help asking, “But where are you really from?” The Doxe, and for all I know every other Avariccian besides Chaum, believes itself a native of this world. But that can’t be.

      I sit back down and Sol asks, “What did you say to it? It seemed pissed.”

      “Never mind,” I say. “Sol… please tell me you’ve got something to eat in that backpack of yours.”

      He brightens. “Oh—you’re right! I’m a dumbass, I completely forgot.” He digs in the bag and produces a granola bar and a cup of applesauce for each of us. We leave the local cuisine to the locals and eat our Earth food in silence.

      Finally Ulrich says, “This isn’t going to end well, is it?”

      I shrug. “Why do you care so much about getting Milly back, Ulrich? I understand loyalty to brothers and sisters in blue. But this has gone… far beyond what anyone else in the PD would do.”

      He taps his empty applesauce cup on the table. “I’d do it for anyone.”

      “No, you wouldn’t,” I say. “You’re kind of a bastard, Ulrich. I know you wouldn’t do it for me.”

      “Don’t undersell yourself,” he mumbles.

      “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?” I say, leaning forward. “Oh my god, Ben. You’re in love with Milly.”

      He looks me in the eye and says, “Fuck you.”

      “How does she feel about that?”

      Sol watches Ulrich carefully, as if he expects the man to stab me with a piece of silverware. At last Ulrich says, “I don’t think she knows. Not a very, uhhh, perceptive person, that Fragonard. But I aim to make sure she does, as soon as I’ve freed her and found a way to restore her eyes.”

      “Women always know,” I tell him. And I’m sure she felt like running away screaming, the day she realized. “But—Ben. What was with all the ‘Injun’ bullshit? The constant harassment? This isn’t grade school—and even back then, pulling on a girl’s pigtails wouldn’t make her like you. She’d just think you were an annoying jerk.”

      “I had to treat her like anyone else on the force,” Ulrich says. “I rag on the guys too.”

      “Oh yeah? You ever call McLaren the N-word to see how he’d like that?”

      “Come on,” Ulrich protests. “‘Injun’ was a joke. For both of you. Don’t be so P.C.”

      “It wasn’t a fucking joke for us,” I say. “Tell you for a fact, Milly found it hurtful and belittling, not funny. I wouldn’t be surprised if she hated you for it.”

      Ulrich’s mouth drops open. “… Hated? Really?”

      “So you’d better hope we do get her out of here. Not so you can declare your love to her—but so you can apologize for being such a shithead.”

      He swallows and looks away from me.

      “Now, you,” I say to Sol.

      He holds up his hands preemptively. “Hey, Div, I’ve never said anything racist about Indians or Native Americans… or at least not since I was a teenager, but that was, like—”

      “Stop,” I say. “New topic, please. You have useful information, I’m thinking. About the nature of Ports… about the Hand That Never Closes. We need to talk.”

      Sol looks at me with large eyes. “Yes, definitely. Let me, uh, preface by saying that I took a certain oath to the Tenacious Trainers that may preclude me from sharing certain information…”

      I give him my sternest cop look and say, “Sol. We’re trapped together in an alien world and we might—no, we’re probably going to die here. Maybe after we’ve had our senses and body parts stripped from us one by one. So… fucking level with me. I need to know everything you’ve been taught and everything you’ve seen.”

      He gives me a tight smile. “I’m sorry, Divya. I wasn’t clear enough. That oath I mentioned? It’s—binding. I’m physically unable to talk about certain aspects of the Ports and the worlds beyond.”

      I stare at him. “What the hell do you mean?”

      Sol gives me an uneasy nod. “I—well, the Tenacious Trainers are very particular about their secrets. It’s the reason they’ve… we’ve managed to survive for so long. Even with some of us captured and made to disappear from time to time. No one can break and give the rest of us away, even under, hmm, duress.”

      “Torture,” I say.

      He swallows. “You’ve got to take my word for it, Divya. Think about all the crazy shit you’ve seen so far over here in Avariccia. You wouldn’t have believed in magic before today. Right?”

      “Still don’t,” I say stubbornly. What is it they say about sufficiently advanced technology? I refuse to believe in hocus pocus just because I don’t yet understand certain tech. Science. Science!

      The shields—the Relics—must have an unimaginably complex capability to rearrange molecular structure in living creatures. And Sol’s wrist implant is advanced tech cooked up by Stroyer’s Axle engineers, so who knows what else it’s capable of besides detecting Port signatures? Maybe they programmed it to send a zap to Sol’s brain if he mentions key words, like putting a filter on an internet search. All of this is beyond my pay grade, but I won’t chalk it up to sorcerers and wizards.

      “Anyway,” I say. “You’ve got a block, and we’ll have to deal with it. Let’s start with the elements. So far I’ve seen a fire Port in the Sheafe Warehouse, a water Port leading to Stroyer’s Axle, and now this… flower Port?”

      “Quintessence Port, technically,” Sol says. “Literally the fifth element, but we don’t know what to call it. Some places call it the aether. Sometimes I think it’s more a symbol than anything else.”

      “A symbol of what?”

      “The boundary between life and death,” he says. I notice Ulrich eavesdropping on our outré conversation. Sol continues, “You see a lot of imagery that contrasts the two sides of quintessence in the art created by worshipers of this element… like dead things in fields of flowers. The birth of a skeleton. I’ll leave it at that.”

      “But people aren’t just worshiping the element,” I say. “They’re worshiping a god associated with the element. Like the Hand That Never Closes.”

      Sol nods. “There’s a go… there’s one for each of the five elements. You’ve seen statues representing three of them so far, including the Hand.”

      “Did you know about the Hand before we came here?” I ask.

      “Yeah. But it wasn’t like I had time to give you a primer on quintessence Ports before we were shoved through this one.”

      That’s fair. But I think back to Nadia’s explanation of the weird statue in the sphere temple at Stroyer’s Axle. “So… when Nadia told me the sphere mascot was the ‘spirit of the water,’ she was bullshitting me, huh? She could have told me a far more specific name.”

      Sol throws me a tight smile. “Ehm, yep. That charming little bundle of sea life is known as the Bloody Swarm.”

      “Yikes. People worship something by that name?”

      “I mean—it’s an imaginary being. I—” He twitches, grimaces, and then goes on: “I don’t know too much about that one yet, but… blood doesn’t always connote a scary thing, right? It’s what keeps you and me going. And we’re what, seventy percent water, with microorganisms living all over us, so—we’re practically bloody swarms ourselves, eh?”

      This doesn’t reassure me, but Sol has conjured a red stream in my memory. I watched the blood of the murdered cultist leap up and get consumed by the Port we took here. “Let’s jump back to quintessence Ports,” I say. “When Nadia shot that guy, was—his blood the reason the Port closed behind us?”

      Sol opens his mouth to reply. But nothing comes out. He grips his throat, pressing with his fingertips as his expression turns to pain. I notice Sol’s eyes are bulging out, and I quickly flutter my hand at him to stop him from trying to talk. He closes his mouth and begins to relax.

      “Fuck,” Ulrich whispers. “He wasn’t kidding about that… oath.”

      What kind of lunatics would do that to their own group members?

      The kind that don’t want to get caught.

      “Okay, Sol,” I go on, “I think I can talk out the rest without needing more than a nod or a head-shake from you. That sound good?”

      He gives me an exaggerated nod.

      “Graham and his friends needed a fire-associated material to open or close the Port in the Sheafe Warehouse. Because it was fire-aligned. The charcoal bricks did the trick. Then Nadia used a bottle of water in her ritual to open the Port to Stroyer’s Axle. That was a water Port, a.k.a. a Port connected to the Bloody Swarm.”

      Another nod.

      “Blood serves the same function to, I assume, either open or close a quintessence Port. Because that element represents the boundary between life and death, as you said. And…” The gears are turning now. “I’m also assuming old blood won’t do the trick. And neither will a, a wound by itself. It has to be blood from a kill. A fresh kill.”

      This time Sol gives a tiny nod. But it’s still not a head-shake.

      Yup. “So someone’s gonna have to die if we want to open the Port to go back home.”

      With a chilling look in his eyes, Sol nods once again.

      “That’s a goddamn damper on things, isn’t it,” Ulrich says. “I ain’t volunteering.”

      “Well,” Sol says, and his voice sounds rusty at first, “we don’t have to worry about it right now. First we need to get through the next Wager alive.”

      “Still,” says Ulrich. “You and your buddies have to kill someone to explore other, umm, worlds, and to get back home again? Who decided that price was worth it?”

      Sol says a bit defensively, “Hey. I didn’t choose to take us here… all I know is what we’ll have to do to get back. And I should mention, again, that only quintessence Ports require—you know. I’ve only seen one other quintessence Port besides this one, and it was already open. I don’t know who, or what, made the sacrifice for that Port, but from what I understood, that one’s been open for a long time.”

      “And where was that one located?” Ulrich says.

      “Oh, no, I don’t think so. That’s the last thing I want Akerman to find out. Next thing that would happen is the city councilors would decide who they needed to—” His words choke off, and Sol clutches his throat again. He takes a few deep breaths through his nose, with his mouth firmly shut, and finally adds: “You know.”

      Yeah. If the city councilors are hellbent on closing any and every Port in Portsmouth, they won’t hesitate to kill someone to close a quintessence Port.

      “But you know where there are a bunch of—Ports located in Portsmouth,” says Ulrich. “Right? Chief Akerman would love to know that information. Hell, he deserves to know all about these Ports. They’re dangerous, man.”

      “You won’t be sharing such information,” I say, straightening up, “even if you do make it out of here alive, Ulrich. That’s not part of the deal.”

      Ulrich’s mouth twists. “Public safety is my deal. Used to be yours too, Allard. We’ll… we’ll see what happens in this fucked-up place first. I’m not making you any promises about once we get home.”

      “Maybe you don’t deserve to go home, then,” Sol says quietly, with a reserve of hatred I’ve never seen from him. “People would die.”

      “Enough,” I say to both of them. “We need to work together right now. Afterward, we’ll figure out a way where everyone gets to go home. No one has to die—no one.”
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      “All creatures in the race are evenly matched,” Doxe Ungam says. “Each has its own set of skills to best its opponents. But only one can win, and you may only bet on one mount, leaving your odds significantly worse than the flip of a coin. However: you may each choose a mount in the race, joined together for the same Wager. Knowing that, if none of you win, you will all fail.”

      Right. Sol and Ulrich and I look nervously at each other. We’ve decided to make this pact for Milly’s sake. If one of us goes down, we all go down. Together, we can account for three out of the ten mounts in the race—still not even a 1 in 3 chance, but far better than the ten percent chance I could muster on my own.

      I think ruefully to myself: if only we’d happened to bring seven additional friends with us. The race would be in the bag!

      “If none of your mounts win, then not only will your friend remain as a prisoner of Avariccia, but all three of you will also become prisoners. The Tower of the Glutton will become your home until you perish. Or until one such as the Soldier Lord Chaum, with the aid of the sorcerer, steals your body from you piece by piece until there is nothing left but gristle.”

      Doxe Ungam sure knows how to give a pep talk. I sense the Doxe is performing for the crowd of thousands of Avariccians as much as it’s explaining the rules to us. This is, after all, the last night of the Festival, and all of these folks have come expecting a great show.

      “We’ll all throw in our Wagers together,” I say, and Ulrich and Sol nod their agreement.

      “Good,” says the Doxe, and it presents the Noble Relic to us. All three of us place a hand on the Relic as Doxe Ungam holds it; something glowy and undefinable flows out of us and into the thing. Unlike the Wager against Chaum, this time I don’t feel any different.

      Now the Doxe strides over to where the line of mounts is waiting.

      “Each mount brings its own strengths and weaknesses to the great race. Yes, even the snail and the tortoise. I have seen races where they mired their opponents and crawled to the finish. It is only a question of which mount the Hand has graced to win tonight.”

      All three of us have been gaping at the nightmarish array of creatures ever since we arrived in the Campo after Guhnach briefed us on the race. Together the mounts look like the cast of a fairy tale concocted by a psychopath.

      “You may either let the mount guide itself or choose to ride one,” the Doxe goes on. “Either way you are subject to the mercy of the Hand, but if you think you can bond with a mount and gain advantage, do so. Now look upon the mounts of the great race, and choose.”

      Us humans decided before we arrived that we would take our chances with riding the mounts, dangerous though the race would likely be. Anything to put more control in our own hands. Our choices are as follows:

      1. An eagle crossed with a panther (a griffin, I note, but with panther taking place of lion). This is the same beast we saw fly over us while heaving at the Maw. The mount has the head and wings of an eagle, with an eagle’s talons, and the back half is all panther.

      2. A giant porcupine with tree branches in place of quills. It can shoot these. Cool.

      3. A fuzzy, many-legged insect, like a caterpillar meets a centipede, which I mentally dub a centipillar.

      4. A car-sized snail sporting a seashell that can apparently release a wave of seawater.

      5. An equally gigantic turtle with a tower on its back.

      6. A slavering wolf with human-looking breasts heavy with milk.

      7. A dragon. An actual dragon. Though it’s not as big as I’d expect… maybe it’s young.

      8. A unicorn, just as Guhnach promised.

      9. A creature with the long neck and spotted body of a giraffe but the head of an owl and small wings.

      10. And a goose with ram horns!

      I’m trying to imagine how this planet’s ecology would produce such a freak show, but I can’t. Maybe if the Avariccians arrived in that spaceship, they brought all these species with them. That would explain the Hill of Generation myth…

      None of the mounts can quite fly: the dragon can leap with its tiny wings, as can the owl/giraffe and the griffin. But their ungainly bodies don’t move as fast at an outright sprint. The slower mounts have offensive advantages, like the porcupine with its branch quills, the goose’s ram horns, and the supposed wave from the snail’s seashell. Then there are the mounts that can move fast: the skittering centipillar, the she-wolf, and the unicorn.

      Finally, my gaze lands on the turtle with a tower on its back. It neither moves fast, nor possesses any obvious offensive advantage, nor can it leap. I can’t see why in the world anyone would pick it.

      I guess that’s why I do.

      Nothing is as it seems in this world. Everything wears a mask. And all our decisions lie in the void-pierced palm of the Hand. That said, I do remember that the luckiest roll of the astragali was called the turtle roll, and that the racetrack was damp when we last visited the Campo.

      “Are you nuts?” Ulrich shouts at me as he sees where I’m headed.

      Sol, meanwhile, needs no time at all to make his decision, shouting “Unicoooorn” and running full tilt at said quadruped, which watches him placidly. Sol skids to a halt and strokes the thick blue mane. The unicorn ducks its head, gentle eyes contrasting with the wicked silver horn on its forehead. Sol deftly climbs into the saddle, reminding me of his horse-riding experience.

      Now Ulrich is shaking his head at both of us. “Of all the choices… you know, when you get the option for a dragon, you pick the motherfucking dragon.”

      He wears a giddy, dazed grin as he walks up to the overgrown lizard. It stares down at him, and for one nightmarish moment I’m convinced the dragon is going to open its razor-studded jaws and eat him. Then it lies down on its belly so Ulrich can climb up into the saddle on its back.

      I walk on unsteady legs toward my turtle. It blinks at me with ancient eyes.

      “Hi,” I say. “We’re gonna win this thing together, right?”

      Its beaklike mouth opens and a croaking emerges. Apparently it doesn’t speak Avariccian; maybe it’s not language at all, though I do sense at least a rudimentary intelligence. The “tower” on its shell isn’t a building at all, but an outgrowth of the shell that cannily resembles one, down to a texture resembling bricks, and apertures with troubling right angles: perfectly square windows. The faux tower is about ten or twelve feet tall. I notice it’s open on one side. Since there’s no saddle, I worm my way into the tower instead.

      Inside, it’s hollow. A ladder leads to a platform halfway up. On the platform, I find a seat fashioned for the exact dimensions of my body. The turtle croaks again. I wish I could understand it.

      I plop my ass down. I can peer through large windows to my front, sides, and back, though I see no way to even try “steering” this thing.

      This tortoise is meant for me, I guess, for better or for worse.

      “Prepare for the race!” Doxe Ungam booms.

      Onlookers pack the Campo. The track runs around the plaza’s oval circumference, with the shiny audience looking on the areas both outside and inside the track oval; the latter seems dangerous for those sports fans.

      Then the Doxe blows a horn, producing an eerie dirge, and the race begins.

      All the other mounts blast past my turtle—even the snail, somehow. I may have chosen horribly. Well, Ulrich or Sol could still win this on their own.

      Ulrich shouts as his dragon takes a tremendous leap into the air, its wings flapping furiously. His legs fly out behind him but he manages to hold onto the saddle. The dragon crashes down in front of the griffin, forcing it off course. Sol’s unicorn sprints ahead—he whoops and hollers and cheers it onward. Then a volley of tree branch quills from the porcupine flies down the track. Some stick into the flanks of the unicorn. Others assail the owl/giraffe and the she-wolf, both of which cry out in pain. The griffin manages to jump up in time to avoid the gnarled quills, and the centipillar slides out of the way.

      My turtle and I plod along in last place, where we don’t have to worry about catching any quills. If one of those branches lanced through the windows of my little tower, I’d be toast. I’m still looking around for a way to, like, launch a missile of my own from this tower. But there’s nothing available in my bony surroundings.

      The she-wolf and Sol’s unicorn take an early lead, surging forward on pure speed. Ulrich on his dragon is not too far behind, though. I watch my opponents disappear around the bend. I imagine the frontrunners will lap me soon enough—we’re going around this damn track multiple times.

      Only the snail is still within sight—I estimate it’s going only a little faster than we are. My turtle finds an iota of extra speed deep within its scaly soul, and it looks like we’re actually starting to close the gap.

      Suddenly the snail’s seashell opens: the bottom lifts up, and a torrent of water spills out. The crowd goes insane, screaming: “The wave! The wave!”

      Indeed the water seems endless, gaining speed and power and height, flowing out of the shell with far more volume than should be possible. The whole track submerges under knee-high water, which quickly rises to chest height, spilling over the low boundaries of the track and soaking the crowd. They all cheer, heedless of water damage to their armor.

      A pounding of hooves and feet and claws behind me announces the arrival of the frontrunners, the she-wolf and the unicorn and the dragon, and behind them, the centipillar and the owl/giraffe. Then raucous cries and frustrated screams indicate the racers have just met the wave.

      The turtle, however, smoothly transitions from trundling to swimming, cutting through the water with ease. I poke my head out a tower window and peer behind us.

      The wolf is paddling but losing ground, then it’s pulled backwards by the strength of the “tide.” The centipillar stays on the surface but spins crazily. The owl/giraffe attempts to make a jump but can’t launch itself in time and is blown backward. Sol continues to ride his unicorn hard, but despite his best efforts, they both take a bath. The unicorn falls sideways, screeching in outrage, and Sol disappears underwater.

      Fuck. He’ll get himself run over, if he doesn’t drown first. As I see Ulrich’s dragon sail over my tower, still speeding onward while its opponents flag and founder, I leap out of my seat.

      Even in my panic, I’m conscious of the trade I’m about to make: giving up on Milly to try to save Sol. It’s a terrible thought, but at least Ulrich has a chance at winning this for us.

      “Go back!” I shout at the turtle. “Swim back and pick up my friend!”

      The turtle fails to obey me or even acknowledge me, as I feared. Now in its element, it focuses only on plowing ahead.

      I climb down the ladder and bang against a tower wall as the turtle makes a hard turn in the water—not backwards but to the side to skirt around one of its opponents. Once I leave the tower and the turtle’s shell, I’ll be as vulnerable to drowning or trampling as Sol.

      I run out onto the shell. Don’t do this don’t do this don’t do this

      I jump from the tortoise’s back into the rush of water.

      The crowd of Avariccians roars its disapproval and anger.

      The wave’s momentum carries me farther back on the track, though of course it might be pulling Sol in the same direction, away from me. I get yanked underwater and surface to see a hoof from the unicorn about to strike me in the face. Cursing, I whip my head back and feel a keratinous wind whooshing over my chin.

      Other mounts compete for the chance to destroy me. A shadow falls over me, heralding the bulk of that goddamn goose with the ram horns. It honks at me and swerves around my flailing form, but the griffin is next in my path and it’s been made ungainly by the current. It manages to launch itself into the air, but I have to dive back underwater to keep a claw from ripping out my eye.

      I come back to the surface, sputtering, thoroughly disoriented. The water level seems to be lowering, though. Apparently the snail’s wave capacity isn’t as endless as I feared. The centipillar whirls past me, its hundreds of legs twitching in a mockery of swimming. I shudder and manage to get myself turned in the right direction. The she-wolf snaps her jaws at me as she paddles by.

      I knife through the water, wondering if I’ve already passed Sol. Before I give in to the despair eating at my belly, I spot my bedraggled friend.

      Sol Shrive is floating facedown, carried along bonelessly by the current, though now the water is only a couple of feet deep. I grit my teeth and make my way toward him, half-swimming, half-sloshing with my feet pushing off the ground.

      Up close, I’m still unsure whether he’s alive or dead. I hook my arms under Sol’s and drag him up onto the nearest embankment of the track, on the inner side, where the enclosed oval of Avariccians is still screaming its disappointment. A solid wall of metal suits blocks me from hauling Sol over the side and into safety. The spectators look down at me with their frozen mask faces and shout in their rough tongue:

      “Get back in!”

      “Leave him! Get back on your mount!”

      “Faithless worm!”

      I shout back at the obstructions: “Get out of my way!”

      They refuse. Now I see the porcupine galloping along the inner embankment of the track to avoid the remaining water on the track. It’s ready to collide with us—or impale us with tree branches. I shield Sol’s body with my own, standing astride the embankment and holding up my arms in a helpless plea for mercy.

      At the last instant, the beast veers back onto the track with a splash. Behind me, Sol coughs. I see him spitting up water. He gives me a grimace. “Sorry. I messed up… you fall off too?”

      “Yeah,” I lie. “Lucky for us, Ulrich’s still in it.”

      We’ve wound up in a decent spot to view the lap line—I’m not sure how many more go-rounds until it turns into the finish line. I lost track while almost dying multiple times.

      The track is down to only a mud level of saturation. The turtle and snail and the goose no longer have the advantage swimming gave them. They’re bunched together on the far approach, and then two competitors break past. Both giving their all—it must be the final lap. It’s the griffin… and Ulrich on his dragon. Neck and neck.

      The griffin noses ahead of Ulrich. And then I see Ben Ulrich draw something from his belt, an object glistening like the Avariccians’ suits. I only realize, to my horror, that the object is his Sig P226 when he raises it and shoots through the griffin’s luminous left eye.

      A spray of blood and brains showers the outer-edge spectators. Immediately the griffin takes a nosedive into the mud, skidding and splashing to a halt before the finish line. Ulrich and his dragon press grimly on and they’re the first to cross.

      Winner.

      Ulrich manages to draw the dragon to a stop before reaching us. Before I can shout out to him—or even think of what to say to him, after what I witnessed—the crowd erupts in outrage.

      “Run,” Sol whispers. I can barely hear him over the cacophony.

      “What?” I say.

      “We broke their game, and they’re not going to forgive us,” Sol says, louder this time, picking himself up and summoning his scant remaining energy. “Run!”

      The Avariccians spill from the spectator areas and onto the track. Ulrich’s twisted, triumphant smile fades, to be replaced by a look of panic. He opens his mouth and shouts—probably a command to the dragon to launch itself into the air, away from the coming onslaught. That’s what I would do.

      Instead, the dragon arches its back and tumbles him off. Ulrich lands painfully in the mud of the track. Avariccians press in all around him. Brown suits, silver suits, blue suits, gold suits are all united in their rage at the detective. I want to help him, but Sol digs his fingers into my arm.

      “Leave him alone!” I shout at the mob. “Let go, goddammit, Sol! We won!”

      But Sol’s right. We didn’t win the right away. Ulrich killing his competitor—with an off-world weapon, no less—robbed it of the chance at victory. That takes agency away from the Hand That Never Closes, doesn’t it?

      Doors in the metal suits of the Avariccians nearest Ulrich fly open. Toothy extrusions of flesh pop out. They are mouths, as we saw at the Feast, and they fly toward the crumpled human to feed.

      “ALLARD!!”

      Ulrich’s anguished scream of my name turns into a wordless warble of agony as the needle teeth of the Avariccians plunge into his flesh. They are consuming him alive, and I’m over here like a coward, and when the blood and gore geyser, I know I can do nothing for him.

      I yank Sol into a run away from the scene. We pelt down the muddy track toward the gates to escape the Campo. The Avariccians are casting uncertain glances at the two of us too. Sol and I are from the hated planet Earth, like the griffin murderer Ulrich, like Ilana the sorcerer who corrupted the Soldier Lord’s mind. We have no reason to expect mercy.

      We don’t get far until we run into an implacable wall of red. I stumble as I come to face Priest Lord Guhnach and several of his acolytes. It clutches its Relic tightly, and its mask is as sorrowful as ever.

      “I don’t want to fight you,” I shout at it, “but I will. Let us pass!”

      It lets out a mirthless chuckle and says, “Letting you by would be akin to murder. They have all forgotten the Hand; they will digest you next. Come—your time in this world is done.”
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      No. We can’t leave now. Not without Milly. Not after Ulrich died screaming—died screaming my name—trying to save her.

      “We won,” I say urgently. “We won the fucking race.”

      “Divya,” Sol says, his voice growing weaker. His head is still bleeding.

      “We must go,” Priest Lord Guhnach says. “Look what’s happening in the crowd. Look!”

      And I look, really look, for the first time since Ulrich got torn apart and consumed by these monsters. The mob is fighting itself. Specifically the silver suits are attacking the blue and gold suits and the occasional red suit, while the brown suits affect neutrality, attempting to flee. The silver suits swing giant hammers and clubs, the better to bash armor with, my dear. Everywhere they hit their opponents, metal twists and doors wrench off and tender flesh and stray teeth fly out. Those who hide out in cans should beware can openers.

      “This betrayal has too convenient timing,” says Guhnach. “There was no loyal faction of soldiers, it seems. They serve Chaum—all of them. And now rumors fly that the Soldier Lord’s army breaches the Dragon Gate. Doxe Ungam and his nobles are lost. We must flee. Hurry!”

      I can hear the advancement of Chaum’s army, too, thanks to the curse of my upgraded ears: far-off boots marching, screams and wails as the exiles cut a path into the city. But I holler at Guhnach, “We haven’t gotten our friend back.”

      “Your friend too is lost.” Guhnach gives a signal to his red acolytes.

      I brace for a fight, ready to beat my fists into bloody pulps on the unyielding metals, but the priests have a different strategy than blocking us. One of them scoops me up like I’m a naughty kid, heedless of the blows I rain on its armor. Another does the same for Sol, who in his battered state offers much less resistance. Then Guhnach and its acolytes charge through the crowd.

      Silver suits make for us, shoving other Avariccians aside, and from my incapacitated position in a red acolyte’s arms I can do nothing about it. Will it be a maul or a club that bashes my brains out, or the sheer force of a plated arm crashing into my head?

      Guhnach shoves to the front of our group and holds up its Relic. The object blazes with a sudden greyish light that physically repels the oncoming soldiers, knocking them on their tin asses. The next wave hesitates at the sight.

      “The Hand condemns you!” Guhnach roars at the soldiers.

      This, more than anything, keeps them at bay as we dash to the exit. It’s one thing to get into a theological debate about whom one’s god favors and whom it doesn’t. It’s quite another to see the vessel of the god’s power, wielded by the top religious authority in the city, blast attackers backwards.

      The city streets are in near as much chaos as the Campo itself. A number of brown suits have retreated here, but now some hesitate. Rethinking their allegiances. Some strike out at their fellow citizens in gold and blue that run past, and skirmishes break out. The Peasant Lord—whatever his name was—is dead, and the Soldier Lord is on the rise. Better to side with the winning team than to perish under the soldiers’ hammers.

      The red-suited Avariccians are by no means safe either. Their religious importance seems to matter as much as the high social status of the blues, a few of whom lie beaten and unmoving in the streets, vile flesh hanging out of open suit doors and pooling around them. Two soldiers with wicked hammers rush at us, but Guhnach’s free-handed acolytes block the way. The reds and silvers tussle. The acolytes fall to the hammers, but by then we’re some distance away.

      We head up twisting streets to the hill of the Five-Petaled Temple. And there Guhnach swears: “May the Hand… close upon them!”

      The evening light, still an intense violet though darker than before, illuminates the small silver army surrounding the temple on all sides. Scattered red bodies lie at their merciless feet.

      “Stop,” Guhnach commands his acolytes. “Stop! There’s no way we’ll get past those soldiers. We will all die.”

      The silver soldiers haven’t yet caught sight of us, so we duck into an abandoned alley and peer up at the temple. Priest Lord Guhnach mutters to Sol and me, “I—never expected Soldier Lord Chaum to recover so quickly from his lost Wager.”

      “He must have already had plans laid out before the Wager,” I say. “He wouldn’t need to do much if everyone already had their marching orders. You and Ungam have been betrayed.”

      The sorrowful mask inclines. “I trusted in the grace of the Hand. But it has let us slip through its fingers. You will not reach your Port.”

      “Let’s not talk in absolutes yet,” I say. “Put me down. I’m going to go talk to them.”

      “To the soldiers?” Guhnach says. “I would not advise it.”

      “Put me down,” I say, “and lend me your shield—Relic-thing.”

      At the Priest Lord’s nod, the acolytes lower Sol and me gently to the cobblestones. But Guhnach clutches its Relic protectively to its chestplate. “My life is charged with protecting the Relic.”

      “You’ll get it back,” I say. “I promise.”

      “Your promise will mean nothing when Chaum’s soldiers pry the Relic from your corpse!”

      “They’ll find you sooner or later, and do the same to you,” I point out.

      Guhnach finally gives in and holds the Relic out to me. As soon as my fingers make contact, the whispering and unintelligible voice that I managed to shove to the back of my mind comes to the front.

      My children. My foolish children. My children…

      “You okay?” asks pale Sol. I should be the one asking him. “Looks like you hear a ghost.”

      “Maybe something more substantial than that. Guhnach, you and your people follow behind me, but let me lead. It’d help if you looked afraid of Sol and me.”

      Guhnach makes a noise of protest and then swallows it. Its mask nods. Then I march out into the open, with Sol following closely, and Guhnach and his companions falling in behind us.

      The company of silver soldiers comes to attention. One of them, a fellow with a mask expressing disgust, steps forward and says, “In the name of Soldier Lord Chaum, I demand—”

      “Hold up,” I interrupt. “You don’t know who you’re fucking with.”

      The soldier is startled into silence. I go on, quickly: “Do you remember who caused the change in Chaum? That’s right: the ‘sorcerer’ from my world. She used her powers to tunnel into Chaum’s brain. Well, I got news for you, pal. Where I come, we’re all sorcerers. Sol and me here, we’ll mess you up if you don’t clear a path for us tout de suite.”

      The soldier says, “You can’t possibly—”

      I push on. “I warped Guhnach’s mind and got him to bring me from the Campo to here. I got him to give me this Relic. I can erase your will and replace it with my own—all of you! But kneel to me now and I’ll let your minds remain at peace. Kneel!”

      I raise the shield to show them. At that moment, the Relic glows brightly, as it had done for Guhnach himself when he repelled the soldiers in the street. The army ripples at the sight. Some soldiers drop their weapons in a clatter.

      The whisper in my head is now a shout. Children! My foolish children!

      “Children!” I scream. “My foolish children! KNEEL!”

      Every silver soldier in the square drops to its knees.

      “Go,” Sol gabbles in my ear. “Go go go go.”

      He’s right. This Connecticut Yankee act won’t last for long. I shoulder my way between two of the soldiers, and the rest of the ones behind them nudge aside to clear a path for us. Kneeling, the Avariccians are about my height; it’s not reassuring. Impassive masks stare or leer or scream at me as I wend my way to the Five-Petaled Temple’s front doors, which stand open.

      Guhnach sucks in its breath at the sight of so many of its acolytes lying on the temple steps, their bodily mush spilling from them. Its face looks the same as ever—only now the mask’s deep sorrow is finally appropriate.

      Inside, dozens more lie dead, including Guhnach’s second-in-command, the Sublord, though a few living red suits miserably acknowledge us. No silver soldiers remain inside the temple, so we shut the great doors behind us. I slump to the tiled floor, dropping the Priest Relic.

      “Don’t rest now,” Guhnach says harshly. “Your way home is not yet open.”

      And that dreadful fact returns, something I forgot during the terror of our escape from the Campo. The Port needs a blood sacrifice to open.

      Which one of us gets to go home? Which one’s blood will the Port swallow?

      “Oh, no,” I say. I accept Sol’s hand and struggle to my feet. “No. There has to be another way.”

      “There is none,” Guhnach says. “Someone must give its life to the Port.”

      Sol says, in a rush: “I’ll do it. There’s, there’s so much more I wanted to see—but—Divya, you’re the one who’s tough enough to fight off Ilana once you cross back to Earth. I’d just get a bullet in the head. This way I’ll have a choice about how I die… and you’ll get to bring Councilor Stone to justice. Hannah would want this.”

      He walks toward the altar with trembling legs, but I catch up with him and grab his shirt collar.

      “No fucking way,” I snap. “First off, don’t tell me what Hannah would want. Second, you’re young. You’ve got decades and decades of life ahead of you. I didn’t save your life twice so you could throw it away on me.”

      “And you’re not young? What are you, thirty, you old crone? You’ve got more years ahead of you, you never put your body through hell like I did with—”

      “I got to love someone, with all my heart,” I argue. “Have you ever had that, Sol? Have you ever had a serious boyfriend? No? Let me give you a chance to experience that. It’ll mean more to you than any world you’ll ever visit.”

      He tries to wrest my hand from his collar, and we struggle. Then someone roars:

      “ENOUGH!”

      Priest Lord Guhnach pulls us apart. “This—battle of selflessness is unseemly,” it says. “Both of you are overlooking the obvious.”

      It scoops up a spear discarded by a silver soldier and tosses it to me. I manage to catch it without bumbling. Then a door in Guhnach’s suit opens, in the middle of its “belly.” Inside I see at least the dim shape of writhing flesh.

      “Wait a minute,” I say. “I’m not gonna just stick you after everything you’ve done for us.”

      “You will,” Guhnach says. “I’m done for. In the space of hours, if not minutes, Chaum’s forces will breach those doors, kill me, and take the Relic from me. You must not let them have it. Take it to Earth and keep it safe.”

      I frown at him. “You’d rather not take it to Earth yourself?”

      The Avariccian gives a shake of its mask. “I would not survive long in your world, without my people to feed on. Human flesh… does not satiate. Fortunately for you.”

      “What are we supposed to do with the Relic?” I say. “Wouldn’t Chaum’s soldiers follow us through the Port to get it back?”

      “Close the Port, and they will not be able to open it again,” Guhnach says. “They don’t know the ritual that must go along with the sacrifice. Find blood to spill and close the Port behind you. I suggest the sorcerer’s.”

      That I’m not about to do, but I’ll figure that part out later. If Sol and I could both get home alive—well, I’d appreciate Guhnach’s sacrifice, as long as it’s willing to make it.

      “Divya,” Sol says. “You’re not going to do this, are you?”

      “Yes,” I say.

      I gin up my resolve and thrust the spear into the Priest Lord’s exposed biomass: the real Guhnach, I suppose, underneath the borrowed shape of a human. A cry escapes from the hole, followed by a groan or sigh. The acolytes shout in dismay, but none dare approach us.

      Then Guhnach, bleeding hot dark blood profusely from his wound, mutters the words of his people while walking in a tight five-petal-shaped path in front of the altar.

      This time, I can understand the words of the ritual.

      O Master of Quintessence, we lay this sacrifice before you, open the gate and breach the skin between worlds, drink the blood and consume the flesh, May Your Hand Never Close…

      I make an effort to tune out the syllables. Because I hear an unseen someone responding to them.

      Slowly the tiny flowers blossom in the air, whirling, and the Port shimmers into being. Guhnach’s blood floats into the air and streams toward the Port. As its flesh follows, the Priest Lord screams. A ropy mass extrudes from the open door in its suit and flaps in the sudden rush of air coming from our pathway home. It dissolves bit by bit into the flowers spinning around the Port, and finally Guhnach’s suit of armor clatters to the floor.

      The Port is open.

      Someone bangs on the doors to the temple.

      “Go,” says one of Guhnach’s acolytes. “Take the Relic to safety.”

      I pick up the Relic and gesture to Sol. “You first.”

      He nods bravely, and he steps through the Port. The hammering on the temple doors becomes louder. The acolytes shuffle around in jerky, panicked movements. Two of them position themselves at the doors, for whatever good that’ll do.

      Then I’m next through the Port. I hope I don’t drop the Relic in the space between.
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      I’ll never get used to it. That twisting, tingling feeling from head to toe, in my brain and in my chest and in my most private parts. But it feels less unpleasant than before, at least. I keep my eyes squeezed shut, unwilling to glimpse anything between the City of Games and Earth.

      Then I open them. Sol’s at my side in the attic. We’ve been gone for hours by Avariccian reckoning, but here we’re right back where we started. Ilana blocks the exit, and she’s still got her old revolver pointed at us. The corpse of the poor cultist lies at our feet. The only clue that any time has passed at all is the darkness outside the skylights.

      “I don’t recall inviting you back,” Ilana says. Then her eyes light on the Relic in my hands. “What are you doing with that thing?”

      “If we rush her at the same time,” Sol suggests, “she can’t shoot both of us.”

      “Wanna bet?” Ilana asks, and fires. At me.

      It’s only instinct that makes me lift the Relic like a shield, just before the bullet leaves Ilana’s gun. If I’d had time to think about it, I wouldn’t have bothered. The Relic is made of some chitinous material, not metal like the Avariccians’ suits, and couldn’t be expected to stop a bullet any more than, say, a plaster wall would.

      But the bullet fails to strike me. Only a quick whap, like someone tweaked the Relic with their fingers, lets me know the bullet struck it and reflected from it. I lower my shield to see Ilana clutching her neck, attempting to dam the blood exiting her carotid artery. The revolver lies on the wooden boards, forgotten, as Ilana shudders toward a horrible death.

      “What are the odds?” Sol asks.

      I grimace. “Significantly better than usual. Given that this thing was involved.”

      I register the wind whipping at my back and remember the peril of our situation: Chaum’s soldiers. The temple doors won’t stop them for long. They’ll march right through to Round Island. Giving them their stupid Relic back won’t make them go home, either, not after they’ve discovered a world with lots of unarmed, squishy people to conquer… and pizza…

      I look at the dying woman, all that rich red staining the floor. Waste not, want not.

      “Sol!” I shout. “Help me get her to the Port. We need her blood to close it!”

      We both rush at the home aide, who offers no resistance, and we drag her toward the Port. But blood alone won’t be enough, so I leave Sol to manhandle her the last few yards and I walk the five-petaled path close to the Port. I recall the words Guhnach spoke—in his tongue—and I try a modified version, hoping it’ll work:

      M-Master of Quintessence, we lay this sacrifice before you, CLOSE the gate and stitch the skin between worlds back up, drink the blood and consume the flesh, hope you’re hungry, May Your Hand Never Close…

      The Port ripples. Beyond it, I hear a loud crash.

      “Good,” Sol cries. “Good, you’re doing it!”

      I ignore him and continue walking, chanting. Sol drags the rapidly expiring Ilana into the middle of the flower I’m tracing with my feet. Her red headwrap comes loose and something small and metallic rolls out; I kick it away while doing my steps. Then Ilana’s blood streams into the essence of the twirling flowers.

      I dare a look through the shrinking Port. I choke as a bunch of silver soldiers rush toward me. Hurry up, dammit!

      But now the Port is too small to stick their large metal bodies through. One reaches an arm out, but its comrade slaps its arm away and calls it an idiot. More of Ilana’s blood waters the flowers, the Port dwindles, and it is gone.

      I bend over, feeling dizzy. Sol lends me a supporting arm and we sag against each other. So much has been lost, and there’ll be so much to explain. But the “sorcerer” won’t hurt anyone ever again.

      Wait.

      I straighten up. What was that thing that came out of Ilana’s headwrap? And where did it go?

      I shove away from Sol. “That little metal thing,” I say. “Did you see it?”

      He shakes his head. I crouch by Ilana’s corpse and unwind her headwrap the rest of the way. I find a gaping, circular hole in the back of her head—in her skull. I can see her brain through it. The hole is far too large to be caused by a bullet, and besides, Ilana caught the ricochet in her neck, not in her skull.

      “Look at this,” I say.

      “Oh!” Sol gasps. “How—how was she—”

      “There was something there. Help me look for it.”

      Together we prowl the dark corners of the attic, sweeping the room with our phone lights. A few minutes later, Sol says, “Here. Oh—God, I’m sorry, I don’t want to touch it!”

      The little object perches on the edge of a broken floorboard. It’s bronze, stick-shaped, and only a few inches long, with a circular serrated rim that drips blood and grey matter onto the insulation. I drilled the squeamishness out of myself when I became a cop, and I’ve held onto my strong stomach since then; I pick up the object for closer inspection.

      Ilana’s head cheese only stains the serrated end. The other end is clean, a tube shape that looks like another part is supposed to fit into it. The object looks vaguely like a medical instrument, but not for a modern surgeon’s repertoire—better suited to one of those ye olde amateurs who also gave haircuts.

      “That was in her head?” Sol asks. “The whole time?”

      Horrible thoughts take shape in my own, non-cored brain as I think about Ilana’s. “Sol, I don’t think she was the one who put it there.”

      “What are you saying?” His eyes bulge. “Oh, no, Divya. Oh, no.”

      “Still feel bad for your innocent old demented millionaire?” I growl. “That fucker!”

      I should have known. The way she called me a whore after Shaughnessy had rambled on about whores. The language repetition: both Ilana and Natalie had used that curiously antiquated phrasing, “beyond question,” when insisting that Shaughnessy had dementia. She had an old man’s choice of weapon, too, in that ancient revolver. Which I should grab—I pocket the gun along with the creepy little tool from Ilana’s skull.

      Guhnach and the Doxe warned us the sorcerer could control minds with some infernal toolset. That’s what the skull-borer must have come from. The whole time, it had been under her headwrap as Shaughnessy used it to speak through her and control her.

      “Ilana wasn’t the ‘sorcerer,’” I go on. “Come on, Sol, but be careful. If he can control minds—if he still has the rest of the toolset—then we could be next.”

      I heft the Relic awkwardly and we pelt down the attic stairs. The rooms on the third floor are dark. Same with the second floor, but the nearest window shows me a disturbing sight.

      Flames. Fire.

      “Outside! Come on!” I shout to Sol. I run through the foyer of the mansion and head out onto the veranda. Shaughnessy’s Round Island Ferry motors into the harbor, the ghostly figure of the old man waving at me while Handel’s “Water Music” blares from the boat’s speakers. Shaughnessy’s spare rowboats, meanwhile, are both on fire.

      I run over to the dock, searching for anything I can use to scoop up seawater to douse the flames. But my search is in vain. The two vessels collapse into the current, the fire hissing out. I crane my neck to see what’s happening on the mainland as the Round Island Ferry arrives. A car arrives at the dock and the short, slender driver jumps out to help the old man exit the boat. It’s too dark to discern much detail, but the driver sure looks like Attorney Sandy Grieg. The two climb into the car and speed away.

      The naval shipyard is just across the water, so the river is frequently patrolled. It only takes the Coast Guard ten minutes to show up, in response to the rowboat arson.

      Three men climb out of the patrol boat. I face them with resignation—but I’m surprised to see only two of them are Coast Guardsmen. The third is a Korean-American man in a tie and jacket rather than a uniform. He gives us a small, ironic wave.

      “You two have been busy, I see,” says Supervisory Special Agent Ethan Jeong.
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      A likely innocent woman died in Shaughnessy’s attic. Detective Ulrich got killed and eaten in another dimension. The vile Scott Shaughnessy himself got away, free to wreck and kill some more. And oh yeah, I’m no closer to freeing Milly Fragonard than I was when I first went through the Port.

      So at first I feel relieved at the sight of a familiar face accompanying the two blandly hostile authority figures. Everything’s gone wrong, and I could really use some help making it right again. But I still haven’t forgiven  Agent Jeong for letting me get arrested for crimes he knew I hadn’t committed.

      “Jeong,” I say. “What are you doing here?”

      He chuckles. “Classic Allard. Your self-confidence is an inspiration, you know that? You didn’t even consider I’d ask you the same thing.”

      “Well?” I don’t have the patience for his aw-shucks routine. “Don’t tell me you joined the Coast Guard so soon after that cushy promotion on Daniel Street.”

      “Gotcha,” he says. “Down to business, then. Agent Ramirez was walking downtown today and saw you and Detective Ulrich together, which struck her as odd. Still odder was the fact you two were arguing about going out to Round Island. So I asked the Coast Guard to contact me immediately if anything suspicious happened on this island. Day or night. Boats on fire fit the bill.”

      I chuff. “You couldn’t leave me alone. Throwing me in jail on fake charges wasn’t enough.”

      “Listen,” he says, “I’m sorry. I don’t know how many times I’ll have to say it, but—I really am sorry for what we put you through. Ivanov had my hands tied. He and the other folks down in Boston… they’re merciless about covering tracks. You could’ve had it worse, believe it or not.”

      I don’t believe it. “Thanks for caring.”

      “So… did you find her?”

      “Who?”

      Jeong raises an eyebrow.

      “Do you see her?” I snarl at him, my frustration releasing like the torrent from the snail’s shell. “Do you see anyone else on this godforsaken island? We failed, Ethan. Milly’s a prisoner in another world, and—”

      I stop and eye the two Coast Guardsmen. Jeong follows my gaze and my drift.

      “Thank you for your help on this one,” he says to them. “Please pick up my colleagues at the dock. This is now officially a Bureau matter. Oh, and take this young man with you—he needs medical attention.”

      “Yes, sir,” says one of the Guardsmen, a tall and handsome man with lustrous dark skin. He offers a hand up to Sol, who’s been sitting on the dock this whole time looking dazed. “I’m Lieutenant Bishop… would you come with me?”

      Sol accepts the hand and seems reluctant to let it go once he’s standing. “Hi. I’m Private Shrive, and yes, yes, I would.”

      “That’s a nasty head scrape you got there, Mr. Shrive. Want to tell me about it?”

      “No, I would not,” Sol says. He gets into the patrol boat with Bishop and the other Coast Guardsman and they head to shore.

      “Now. Barnes and McGuinness will help me secure the property,” Jeong says. “What should we expect to find in that house?”

      I tell him, briefly, picking up the Relic from the dock and using it as a visual aid. Jeong’s eyes widen. He straightens out of his slouch.

      “Two bodies and a Port?”

      “A closed Port,” I clarify.

      “Yeah, but you’ll have to open it again if you want to rescue Milly,” Agent Jeong says. “And you’re sure it was Councilor Grieg who picked up Shaughnessy?”

      “Almost sure,” I say. “It’s dark.”

      “I’ll get Ramirez to Grieg’s house stat, in case he’s foolish enough to bring the old man there,” Jeong says. He sends a quick text to the agent.

      “Listen,” I say, fighting off fatigue. “Don’t let the Portsmouth PD or any of the city councilors near this island. Shaughnessy may have run away, but he won’t give up his Avariccian paradise so easily. I’ll bet he has a plan to retake it—that might involve Grieg.”

      “But Grieg is on the opposite side of the inheritance case,” Jeong says. “Why is he helping Shaughnessy?”

      “I think he took the case to find out more about what Shaughnessy’s been up to.” I’m putting the pieces together as I go. “Maybe on Councilor Stone’s orders. Grieg would be the one to understand Shaughnessy. Grieg has wallpaper in his office that—well, it controlled what I was saying. I wouldn’t be surprised if it came from the same place as Shaughnessy’s mind-control toolset.”

      Jeong rubs his jaw. “I thought the city councilors want to close the Ports, not keep them open to grab stuff.”

      “I think that is their goal,” I say. “And maybe most of them stick to it, with only a little graft on the side. But Shaughnessy’s not on the council anymore and—let’s say he’s gone off the reservation. Grieg wants to stop him. So Grieg is playing ally to Shaughnessy, but he may be planning to bag the old man for the ‘good’ of the council, and the city.”

      Jeong frowns. “This may sound harsh, but what if we let Grieg take care of Shaughnessy?”

      “Yeah… no,” I say. I try to crack my own back; I’m aching all over. I need a shower, a meal that doesn’t involve Avariccian flesh, and a nice long sleep in my own bed. “If that is what Grieg is planning, he’s underestimating Shaughnessy. The old fuck might still have tools to manipulate him.” I refrain from mentioning the skull-corer in my pocket.

      “Then we’ve got to find them,” says Jeong.

      “I wish you good fortune,” I say. Now it’s my turn to sit down on the dock.

      He takes a closer look at me. “You’re right… you’ve done plenty. Leave this one to me. You need rest, Allard.”

      “No shit.”

      “As soon as Barnes and McGuinness get here, I’ll take you back to the mainland.”

      I’m not sure how much time passes before the boat back arrives. Maybe only a minute, maybe ten. Sitting down was a mistake—I don’t realize I’ve been sleeping until Jeong touches my shoulder to rouse me. I spend the ride home over sea and land in a half-waking, half-dozing state, though still clutching the Relic all the while, and I don’t refuse Jeong’s assistance in walking up the long staircase to my apartment. I do, however, head him off from tucking me in. I’m still mad, after all.

      I find I don’t want to let the Relic out of my sight, so I put it at the end of my bed and curl up to sleep. After the fourth or fifth bloody, vivid nightmare, I wake up once again, pound my tear-stained pillow in frustration, and blearily send a text:

      Cancel your first appt. Need to see you first thing in morn. Emergency.

      At around six a.m., I wake up for the final time. Only after I’ve poured my coffee do I remember the message I sent. I think it’s part of one of my many awful dreams until I look at my phone and see her response.
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      “Divya, I thought this was an emergency,” Kathryn Bergman says. “But you come in here dragging that thing and you’ve barely said a word to me. What is that thing?”

      “My good luck charm,” I mumble, glancing down at the Relic leaning against my chair to make sure it’s still there. Outside my therapist’s lightly Japanese-themed office, it’s a busy day in downtown Dover. With my increased sensitivity, I’m making an active effort to keep all those voices and footsteps and vehicle whooshes outside.

      Kathryn studies her dark brown knuckles and waits. I need to exorcise the accusations from my head, particularly Ben Ulrich’s… the detective keeps screaming my name in his death throes. You’re no longer so special, are you, Hannah? You’re no longer the only ghost following me around. Ilana has also joined the merry band; she keeps asking why I wasn’t smart enough to see through Shaughnessy’s deception and save her.

      You’re the Queen of Weird in this city now. You got friends in weird places.

      That’s a good little whore.

      My foolish children!

      But I have no idea how to talk about what happened without… talking about what happened. Kathryn hasn’t seen the Ports. She would never believe my crazy story about the City of Games. I’ll have to couch it in terms so broad as to be meaningless.

      “I—worked on a project with two friends recently,” I say. “There were—extremely negative consequences, and I feel responsible. I am responsible.”

      “Can you be more specific?”

      “No.”

      “Divya, I want to help you, but—”

      “We went into a dangerous situation together,” I interrupt her. “To help someone.”

      Kathryn gives me a motherly frown. I can tell she wants to ask whether I’ve done anything illegal. Instead, she says, “And you forced your two friends into this situation. At machete-point.”

      I take a breath. “No. But I didn’t do enough to dissuade them. I knew it could end up being dangerous, but I was weak. I accepted their help, and they paid for it. One of them… one of them will never be the same.”

      That’s an interesting euphemism for getting eaten alive, Ulrich growls in my head. I know it’s not really him—Ulrich would never use the word “euphemism” in conversation, for one thing—but I still flinch at the reproach. Kathryn notices.

      “Accepting help is equivalent to weakness,” she says.

      “When it means leading someone to their death,” I snap, “then yes, it’s safe to say that’s weakness.”

      My therapist runs her hands through her thick grey curls. “Listen, Divya. Under New Hampshire law, you can feel free to tell me anything as long as it doesn’t involve harming a minor, or an adult who can’t defend themselves. Or telling me you’re going to kill someone. So be straight with me—did a kid get hurt? Is someone going to die?”

      “No.”

      “Then please tell me what’s going on. If I may be frank, you’re scaring the crap out of me. Who died?”

      I sigh. “Detective Ben Ulrich of the Portsmouth PD.”

      Kathryn’s eyes bug out. Her voice remains calm. “One of your old colleagues, then. You say you’re responsible for his death?”

      “I should have told him he couldn’t come.”

      “Couldn’t come where?”

      I extract myself from the lumpy chair. “I’m sorry, Kathryn. This is useless. I appreciate what you do, but I made a mistake sending—”

      “Sit down,” Kathryn Bergman commands me, in a tone I’ve never heard before.

      I sit.

      “Well?”

      “You’re never gonna believe it,” I plead.

      “Divya Allard,” says my therapist, “I have been on this Earth for fifty-five years—almost twice the amount you have, if I recall your file correctly. I have seen shit you would not believe that I believe. I do not suffer from the particular rigidities that have plagued you on your life journey, so would you please stop projecting and try me already?”

      I grit my teeth. She wants complete honesty, she’s going to get it.

      “We went to Round Island to look for our missing friend, Milly Fragonard,” I say. “The sole full-time resident of the island, a Mr. Scott Shaughnessy, used his lobotomized home aide to force us through a portal to another universe. There, we did find Milly, but we failed to free her from her magically enforced imprisonment. Ulrich got torn apart and eaten alive by a bunch of metal-suited aliens, after he broke the rules of a racing competition involving mythological creatures, specifically by shooting a griffin in the eye.”

      Kathryn says nothing for a good long while. Finally, she says, “Okay. I guess you had a point.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Maybe I can attempt to understand this metaphorically,” my therapist goes on, maintaining a brave face.

      “Oh, god. No. What happened to all your ‘more things in heaven and earth, Horatio’ bullshit?”

      Kathryn taps her notebook against her temple. “FYI, my other patients treat me with a little more respect. I’m trying, here. What you—what you told me does not square with what I know about you, so I’m just trying to find a way to understand. You weren’t making a joke.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      “I know you weren’t. That was a statement.”

      “You make it very hard to tell, sometimes.”

      Kathryn slaps her notebook down on the side table. “All right. I apologize: I’m overcomplicating this discussion. I don’t need to know whether what you say is true. You’re the cop, not me. My only job is to keep you emotionally on task. So, that being said, whether Detective Ulrich met his end at the hands of aliens or at the bottom of the Piscataqua—if you did not kill him, you are not responsible. Do you understand?”

      “Sometimes you have to be the adult for someone else,” I say. “It’s too easy to shrug off responsibility.”

      “No, Allard,” Kathryn says, again with far more steel than I’m used to her showing. “It’s too easy to take responsibility for everyone else. To deny that anyone else can be an adult except you. That’s what you did with Hannah, too.”

      This is an error on her part. I’d been starting to listen, but dropping your name into the conversation is like dropping an atomic bomb into a gunfight. Instant game over.

      Kathryn doesn’t try to stop me from fleeing this time. She just asks, as I reach the door, “Are you still taking the escitalopram?”

      “Yes,” I lie.

      “And keeping the thought record?”

      Again, I fib: “Of course.”

      “Divya,” she says, “I want to believe you.”

      “I know,” I say, opening the door. “See you next time, Doc.”
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      On the drive back to Portsmouth, I call Ethan Jeong to get an update.

      “Well, we’ve notified the public that a dementia-addled elderly man is wandering the streets of Portsmouth,” he says. “Ramirez found nobody home at Grieg’s house, and there’s no point in keeping the search secret—this is a mind-everyone-else’s-business kind of city, and we can use that.”

      “Hmm.” I don’t share Jeong’s faith in the public. In my experience, people around here only keep an eye out for others if those others are blocking their water view. But I could be wrong.

      “So I got the super-quick version of your story,” Jeong says. “I could use the expanded version—if I’m going to help.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t. It’s goddamn dangerous to mess with these Ports. Ulrich learned that the hard way.”

      “And you said he… was ripped open and eaten? By these creatures in metal suits?” He doesn’t sound disbelieving, but instead hungry to believe.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Let’s back up. I’m not sure I adequately explained what these Avariccians were like.”

      “You explained what they look like,” Jeong observes. “But not what drives them. Why would a whole caste of these… people be turned away from worshiping their god so easily? You said that Shaughnessy manipulated the Soldier Lord’s mind with his tools, or whatever, but then the Lord’s whole army rebelled too. What was in it for them?”

      “Maybe Chaum promised them all human parts,” I say. “I think… the Avariccians, or at least ones like Chaum, want to be human.”

      “That’s why the Soldier Lord took Milly’s eyes? Not just to see better?”

      I wince against windshield glare. “Yeah. I mean, it did enhance Chaum’s sight, too, I assume; since taking Chaum’s ears, my hearing has gotten a lot stronger. But—the eyes fit right into the human mask on its suit, Ethan. They all had masks with human faces wearing human expressions. ”

      “So they’d had contact with humans before Shaughnessy?”

      “Yeah, there were human-like sculptures in the pediment of the temple.” I remember the wrecked spaceship, the conclusions I drew that Doxe Ungam didn’t want to hear. “I don’t think they built Avariccia; I think humans did—or at least people pretty close to what we call human. Maybe those people were gone when these… aliens arrived.”

      “Or maybe they were still there, and the aliens killed them.”

      “True. I don’t know. Whatever happened… it was a long time ago. I think the Avariccians themselves have forgotten their own history, but Shaughnessy reached into Chaum’s brain and woke something up. Now Chaum’s harvesting human parts and talking about conquering Earth… it said it’d come for our world.”

      “But what’s Shaughnessy get out of this? Why start a civil war?”

      I frown as I arrive in the Portsmouth community parking lot. A couple rows over, I see a car pulling out, so I zip over and get ready to claim the spot. Another car belatedly comes into the row, sees me, and drives away again, defeated. “Not sure what Shaughnessy wants from the City of Games. Whatever it is, it’ll be easier for him to get with Chaum in charge rather than the Doxe and the Priest Lord.”

      I’m still reeling over how Shaughnessy outfoxed me and made me think that poor dead Ilana was the “sorcerer.” If only the Avariccians had a grasp on gender pronouns, they could have told me the fucking sorcerer is a “he” and not a “she.” I was suspicious about Shaughnessy’s dementia from the start—thinking that it was a lie to hide behind. Now it seems I’ve been proven right, but…

      No. What if I’m wrong about the dementia?

      “Okay,” I say, suddenly bursting with inspiration. I walk in circles around the parking lot, blind to my surroundings. “I think I know what Shaughnessy wants. I know why he’s so obsessed with mind control… because his own mind is disintegrating. Let’s say the dementia is real, though not as advanced as we’ve been led to believe. Shaughnessy’s brain is still betraying him.”

      “But he’s got a place accessible from his own attic, that allows people to Wager anything they want. Including—”

      “—Including their own brain, for someone else’s,” I finish for him. “Doxe Ungam and Priest Lord Guhnach wouldn’t allow Shaughnessy to make that Wager without the other party’s permission… and who’d be crazy enough to put their own brain up as the stakes? But Chaum would allow Shaughnessy to gin up a rigged Wager to get himself a new brain.”

      “Whose brain would Shaughnessy want?” Jeong says. “One of the Wager Lords’? Do they even have brains like ours?”

      “No—why would he have to settle for an alien brain, when he could get a human’s? Shaughnessy let Milly think that she was… doing whatever she was trying to do, while he took the opportunity to study her, to see if her brain was worthy of a swap.”

      “Oh no.”

      “He’s going to take Milly’s brain, Ethan. We need to stop this fucker!”

      “I agree. But we need to do it in a… methodical way.”

      I’m no longer listening. I tell him I’ll call him back. I’ve thought of an avenue for finding Shaughnessy. She wears a flag pin and seems content enough with mind-warping wallpaper, but she might not sit well with outright murder…
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      I’m filled with nervous energy; I can’t stop. I barrel down Court Street, then cut up the side street they’ve blocked off from traffic to commemorate the old slave burial ground, then take a left on State Street past the grim brick edifice of the Rockingham Building.

      He’s going to take her brain—no! The thought is even worse to me than Milly simply wasting away in captivity in the Tower. At least she’d still have her own thoughts and grey matter, not a diseased substitute…

      The law office of Grieg, Sununu & Cloud is open for business. Patricia looks up in surprise as I burst into the mansion foyer. “Officer Allard?”

      “I need to know where Grieg and Shaughnessy are,” I say. “A woman’s life is at stake.”

      “Attorney Grieg isn’t here,” Patricia says nervously, “and I’ve already told that Latina woman from the FBI that I don’t know where he is, or Scott Shaughnessy for that matter.”

      I glance at the walls. I don’t trust anything about this place. “Can we speak in confidence, outside? Please?”

      Grieg’s receptionist-slash-confidante purses her lips. “I really don’t…”

      “Please.”

      I’m banking on that shred of humanity I witnessed in her the last time I was here. The little scrap of doubt that was enough to make her ask me who, exactly, had said that her boss actually kills people. And now I see that Patricia’s stifled little better angel has won out again, because she get up from her desk and follows me outside.

      “Whose life is at stake?” she asks me in a whisper.

      “Officer Milly Fragonard’s,” I tell her in an equally muted voice. “Shaughnessy is the one threatening her. Surely you heard he’s demented and on the loose.”

      She nods reluctantly. “I—do you really think Mr. Grieg is hiding him somewhere?”

      “What do you think?” I ask her. And I wait as she works out her answer.

      Finally, she says, “What you said yesterday… it bugged me. I’ve helped Sandy with a lot of questionable things over the years, in the name of keeping Portsmouth safe.”

      I nod, trying not to show my satisfaction at cracking her.

      “I looked into… certain records. For a few young people we had identified as cultists who have gone missing, or coincidentally died of opioid overdoses.”

      Cultists. Finally I’m getting somewhere with this woman. She goes on: “I found payments to a Portsmouth police officer from an LLC that Mr. Grieg uses. The same officer who’d discovered at least two of the overdose victims.”

      “Eddie Barndollar? Jill Haven?”

      “Yes,” Patricia whispers, wide-eyed.

      “Which police officer?”

      She shakes her head. “I can’t—I don’t want to say. Not yet.”

      “Do you know what the cultists are trying to do?” I ask carefully.

      She nods. “I know about the Ports, Officer Allard. I know they’re dangerous, and that the people in this cult are opening them recklessly wherever they find them, with no heed for the consequences. Even so… they don’t deserve to die for that. Without a trial or anything.”

      A thought occurs to me. “Patricia, thank you for being honest with me. I have to ask you about that wallpaper in Grieg’s office. Did it come from another world?”

      She gives a guilty start at that, but she does answer me. “Sandy told me about his visit there. It was years ago. One of those crazy zealots had opened a Port to this… truly nightmarish world, got herself killed doing it. Everyone in the place was a mental slave—Sandy called them thralls—slaves to this one man referred to as the Mesmerist. The Mesmerist ruled his thralls from a—I guess it was a Victorian-ish mansion with all manner of tricks and traps.

      “Ordinarily the councilors would close the Port and make sure nobody ever opened it again. But this one claimed a few victims from our world… including Sandy’s wife, Rebecca. The Mesmerist drew them into his house. So Sandy and a few of his fellow councilors, including Scott Shaughnessy, led a raid on the mansion.”

      She looks haunted. I feel a chill coming on myself, despite the summer sun.

      “I don’t know how they bypassed all of the Mesmerist’s traps, but they did. The Mesmerist was waiting for them in an upstairs parlor. Watching, as Rebecca and the other brainwashed people from our world did… unspeakable things to each other. The floor was slick with blood and other, uh, fluids. Sandy went berserk and he, and he says he cut the Mesmerist open.”

      “And he took a souvenir from that house?”

      Patricia shudders. “I’m not going to pretend to understand. Maybe something broke in him then… well. If Sandy had the capacity to kill someone then, what would stop him from killing again?”

      “So where does that leave us?” I ask as gently as I can.

      “I want to help you,” Patricia says. “I want the truth about what really happened to those young folks. But—I’m afraid he’ll find out. And I don’t know what’d happen then.”

      “Did you know that Shaughnessy has a Port in his attic?”

      Patricia’s mouth opens. “Oh, shit. No—no, I honestly didn’t.”

      “Your boss has kept you out of the loop,” I say. “Like with what he’s been doing to the cultists. Well—I figured out Scott Shaughnessy has been up to some sinister stuff. The old man’s been using that Port in his house on the regular, and he’s been mind-controlling people, and he himself killed at least one cultist. As I was figuring it all out, he escaped from Round Island, and I saw Grieg pick him up on the mainland.”

      “Oh, no,” she says.

      “So do you have any idea where Grieg would have taken Shaughnessy?”

      “Well,” Patricia whispers, “I do.”

      “Then let’s go there,” I say. “Now. I’ve got federal agents ready to make a move on my say-so.”

      “Wait! If you go there now, Sandy will figure out I betrayed him. I can’t—I can’t tell you where it is.”

      “You’ve got to, Patricia,” I say, as mildly as I can, ignoring the screaming in my mind. “People will die if you don’t. Even if Grieg isn’t capable of murder, Shaughnessy definitely is.”

      She thinks on it a moment. “I’ve got a check-in call with Sandy on the calendar for this afternoon already. I’ll figure out a way to invite myself out to the hideaway, if they are in fact there. Then I’ll get back in touch—give me your number—and that’s when you do your raid on the place, while I’m still there, and arrest all of us. So it looks like I’m as surprised as they are.  That’s the best I can offer. I have a husband, I have two kids—I have to think of their safety, too. Do you understand?”

      I do understand. Having pushed this lead as far as I can, and hoping for the best, I move on to my next stop.
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        * * *

      

      Priest Lord Guhnach begged me to stash the Relic somewhere safe in my world. He wanted there to be no chance for the Soldier Lord to get it.

      But I can’t indulge the dead priest’s wishes if it means giving up a potential weapon against Chaum. The Relic has powers that can be unlocked—I’ve seen them in action. It’s a question of how to unlock those powers, how to wield them…

      …well, I suppose I’m sounding like Shaughnessy himself right now. I can only hope motivation makes a difference.

      I can think of one semi-trustable person who may be able to enlighten me about activating an otherworldly artifact.

      I drive down to the grocery store plaza and park near the Tenacious Trainers gym. Last time I was here, I discovered a body in the dumpster behind the place; the time before that was a break-in, during which I got caught by my former colleagues in the PD. So this gym doesn’t exactly have positive connotations for me.

      As I get out of my car, Jeong pulls up alongside me. He rolls down his window. “You never called me back.”

      “Hey,” I say. “Nadia’s gonna get spooked if she sees an FBI agent here. I’ve got this.”

      “I’ll wait outside,” Jeong says, shrugging, “but signal me if there’s trouble. This woman is still a cultist, no matter how much she pretends to be your friend. They’ve got something wrong upstairs.”

      I give him an exaggerated sigh. “Sure, I’ll be on the lookout for brainwashing. If I’m not out in an hour, call a SWAT team.”

      Jeong sends me off with a rueful wave. It’s a lull time for the gym, I see through the window; only a few people are using the machines. I march in and head for the front desk. There’s a familiar face there: the freckled young guy with the glasses who called himself “Trig” last we met. His face is buried in an e-reader like before, but he straightens out of his slouch at the sight of me.

      “Nadia around?” I ask him.

      “Out back,” he says. It looks like he’s considering offering his hand for a shake, but it never makes it over the counter. Awkward. “Good… to see you, Divya. Knock on the back door three times, and she’ll let you in.”

      That’s what she said? “Thanks, Trig. Good to see you too.”

      He blushes and I turn away, walking past the glistening, muscle-rippling bodies busy at the treadmills and exercise bikes. The Tenacious Trainers undergo grueling workouts together, but as I’ve discovered, some of the members of this particular chapter are softer than one might imagine. The gym makes a convenient cover for cultists to make their secret plans under the nose of the city councilors. Judging by the “oath” Sol claimed he and others have had to take, the cult nested within Tenacious Trainers intends to stay secret for as long as it can.

      I head to the unmarked door set in the back wall amid large motivational messages painted in bright colors (CRUSH THIS DAY; YOU ARE A MILE STRONGER THAN YOU THINK; etc). I knock thrice, feeling silly.

      The door opens a crack and I see Nadia’s attractive face. “Couldn’t find a machine you liked, Detective?”

      “I need you to spot me,” I say. “Can you let me in?”

      “Are you alone?”

      “Technically.”

      “I guess that’ll have to do.” Nadia opens the door. I follow. “Shut it behind you, please.”

      I do as she says. Nadia Chopin is wearing a tight-fitting tracksuit that brings out the green in her eyes. Her short blonde hair is pulled back. My heart speeds up as soon as I see her; completely unacceptable. She does not comment on the large, bizarre object I have tucked under my arm. I follow her down the unremarkable hallway to her office.

      I don’t know whether I expected a room adorned with souvenirs from Nadia’s journeys to other worlds, or one full of exercise equipment and manuals and awards from such-and-such iron-pumping competition of the Greater Seacoast. I’d be wrong in either case. Nadia’s hideaway resembles, at first glance, any office worker’s cubicle. Only with a closer look do I see the strangeness of the charts on the walls, which do not depict an org chart or a record of the gym’s revenue from the past year…

      They’re diagrams of the gateways between worlds, I realize: rendered as blandly as possible, in simple lines and captions created by mundane office software, but the implications are staggering. Even with most of the names hidden behind codes and abbreviations, it’s clear Nadia’s cult has charted hundreds of Ports, if not thousands, along with their locations (in latitude and longitude?) and their type (only thanks to my conversation with Sol at the Avariccian banquet do I understand what F, E, A, W, and Q represent).

      It would be devastating to the cult if the city councilors got their hands on these charts.

      “You ought to secure those better,” I say. “Your abbreviations and codes wouldn’t stop someone from figuring out each listing.”

      “I’ll take that under consideration,” she says with wintry courtesy.

      I settle down in her guest chair and rest the Relic against her solid wooden desk. “I need your help. I’m in over my head with a—a place beyond a quintessence Port. But you know that already, don’t you?”

      Nadia raises an eyebrow. She sits on the edge of the desk and waits for me to continue.

      “I expect that Sol’s given you the full report by now,” I go on.

      “Are you accusing me of spying on you?”

      “Not accusing. Just stating a fact. There’s only one way he could have known to be at the Salter Street dock to meet me. You sent him there, after you got the tip I’d be heading to Round Island from Natalie Drouin.”

      “Why would she tip me off about that?”

      I take one of Nadia’s pens and roll it in my fingers. As expected, the small theft visibly bothers her, but she does try to hide it. Type A’s are so predictable. “You’re her new source of income,” I say. “When Shaughnessy fired her, you must have hired her on. Which means you’ve had your eye on Round Island for some time.”

      Nadia gives me a sneaky smile. “I have a document from early last century that tells a kind of urban legend, one most people have forgotten by now. The ‘Haunted Whorehouse of Little Island,’ which many a man entered but from which not a soul returned. Little Island is what Round Island used to be called. I’d show you the document, but it’s a historical artifact—wouldn’t want to get your grubby fingerprints on it.”

      “It sounded like a potential Port to you,” I say.

      She nods. “One of our members attempted to check out the island a while ago. Hector Ferreira; I’ve mentioned the name. Very eager to stake out new territory. But he never came back.”

      I think I know what happened to poor Hector. The tied-up cultist that Shaughnessy made Ilana shoot to trap us in the City of Games. Man, Nadia could have mentioned what Hector Ferreira was up to when she told me he was missing. Would have saved me a headache or two.

      “When you heard I was headed out to the island,” I say, “you figured it’d be an opportunity to send another cultist there, even get inside access this time. That’s why you sent Sol.”

      “Sol did want to serve as backup for you, too. He’s a good kid.”

      “Kid, hmm,” I say, but I refrain from pointing out they’re only a couple of years apart. In terms of maturity, Nadia is leaps and bounds ahead of him. Even accounting for the male handicap in that department.

      “Milly is still being held captive in Avariccia,” I go on. “I need to go back, but this time I need bigger guns on my side.”

      She leans back in her chair and taps her lip thoughtfully. “So… are you finally admitting you can’t do this alone?”

      I frown at her. “I—well, I wasn’t alone the first time. Sol and Ulrich were with me.”

      “That’s only a single step up from alone, isn’t it? Sol is delightful, but… I can’t imagine him being much help in a crisis. And Ben Ulrich is—was—not much more than a bundle of muscles behind a badge, am I correct?”

      Fury flares in me. Hello anger, my old friend. I don’t have any violent fantasies I’d like to inflict on Nadia, but I would like to shake some sense into her.

      “Watch it,” I say. “You have no fucking idea who Ben Ulrich was.”

      “Still have the thin blue line marching in your veins, I see.”

      “I still have compassion, you mean,” I snarl. “I know what Portsmouth cops did to your friends—but that doesn’t mean every single one is a monster. Just like not every one of you cultists is a god-bothering danger to yourselves and others, no matter how much it might seem that way.”

      Nadia blinks at me, taken aback. Finally, she says, “I’m sorry about Ulrich. But I also know that Milly is another cop. Even if she’s ‘one of the good ones,’ I don’t see why I should risk myself to help you save her.”

      “Dammit,” I say, “I’m not asking you to join me on my suicide mission!”

      Her intense green eyes regard me as my last two words hang in the air. “It’d be a shame to lose you to such a mission, Divya. Well… what can I do to take the suicide out of the mission?”

      “You can tell me how to use this,” I say, lifting the Relic. Nadia clears the junk off her desk and pulls it onto the surface.

      She taps it gingerly with her fingernail, then says, “You’ll have to give me a hint.”

      “The Relics that the Avariccian Lords used to enable Wagers—surely Sol told you that part.”

      “So… this is what the Priest Lord gave you before it had you kill it.”

      I nod impatiently. “Milly’s life is at stake—so tell me everything you know about the Hand That Never Closes. The name was familiar to Sol before he ever crossed into the City of Games; I assume, then, that the worship of this Hand factors into multiple worlds. Maybe all the ones that have a ‘Q’ next to them on that chart of yours?”

      Nadia gives me a sad shrug. “You know, Divya, I’m under the same… restrictions Sol is. The geas severely limits how much I can tell you about the Hand, or about quintessence worlds. I’d rather not choke myself blue if at all possible.”

      I struggle to think of ways around her self-imposed limitation. Cultists can be so frustrating. “How about we start with this. You lied to me when you told me the statue in the temple at Stroyer’s Axle simply represented ‘a spirit of water.’ You didn’t tell me it had a name—the Bloody Swarm—and that people would believe in it more than abstractly.”

      “Again, please keep in mind my personal distaste for self-strangulation,” Nadia replies. “The less I told you, the less chance that my censoring geas would kick in. Not that you were even in a mind to listen to me then, not about anything but Hannah Ryder.”

      “But these… the fact that people believe gods like the Hand and the Swarm are real tells me these things play a significant role in understanding how the Ports work,” I go on.

      Nadia holds up a hand. “If I help you, Divya, will you promise me one thing?”

      “Depends,” I reply, instantly distrustful.

      “Will you finally let me give you a tour of Stroyer’s Axle when you come back?”

      I blink at her, surprised. I had no idea she still cared about that. “Sure. Whatever.”

      “All right. Good.” Nadia clears her throat. “Maybe the first step for you to understand… is to ask yourself: do you believe that they exist?”

      “No,” is my automatic, gut answer. I don’t know if it’s what she was looking for, but I feel compelled to defend myself: “Gods and magic are not my bag. Usually they’re shorthand for a refusal of science, and science is what puts the bad guys away. Religion, on the other hand, tends to make bad guys, in my experience.”

      I’m thinking of the more horrendous cases that I encountered during my brief career with the PD. The child bride given to a forty-one-year-old man. The guy who murdered a doctor from Planned Parenthood. The opioid addict who died because her family refused modern medicine. Brutal religious beliefs play a part in more of the cases around here than one might assume, despite Portsmouth belonging to the supposedly secular, liberal Northeast.

      “Not all gods exist,” says Nadia, “but that doesn’t mean that some don’t.”

      “I—” Then I stop, reconfigure my thoughts. “I believe this thing is a powerful device. I’ve seen it operate. I know it has to do with enabling Wagers in the City of Games. But… a piece of technology too advanced for us to understand does not equate to, like, a vessel for holy miracles.”

      Nadia runs her long fingers over the Relic’s surface, occasionally shivering as if either chilled or excited by the rough texture. “Nobody’s forcing you to believe in the Hand. Just consider that, if you continue to disbelieve in it, you may not be able to use this Relic for yourself.”

      I stare at her. “Do you mean… belief is the energy that powers this Relic? Only true believers get to use it?”

      “Well, consider that it was entrusted to the care of a priest.”

      Hmm. “But how am I supposed to make myself believe in the existence of an imaginary god?”

      “Consider,” says Nadia, using the word for a third time, as if shielding herself with implications and hypotheses, “consider the possibility this god is not imaginary, Allard! Take a few steps back and look at the Relic—does it remind you of anything?!”

      Annoyed, I get up and shove myself away from the desk, turning my back on the Relic and Nadia as I walk to the far wall. There, I turn around, my eyes fall on the slightly curved, chitinous, roundish object on her desk, and it’s not the right color, but oh my god—

      “It’s a fingernail,” I whisper.

      Nadia gives me a wolfish smile. Her eyes glitter.

      Five Relics guarded by the five caste lords. One for each finger of the Hand That Never Closes…

      “No,” I snap. “No. I refuse to believe that the Hand is an actual hand—one that’d have to be twenty or thirty feet high, by the way, based on the size of this ‘fingernail’—with rotten grey nails and… no, Nadia, come on.”

      “Sol described to me,” says Nadia patiently, “the race you all took part in, involving a unicorn, a griffin, a snail with boundless water in its shell, a dragon… you’re telling me you can’t make yourself believe in this?”

      “Not the same. Not the same! Those were basically animals I’ve never seen before. Not all-powerful gods with magic imbued in their cast-off fingernails.”

      She holds out the Relic to me. “Okay. Like I said, it’s up to you. You don’t have to use the potent holy weapon if you don’t want to. What else have you got? A nightstick?”

      I collapse into the chair, unwilling to reclaim the Relic yet. I’m thinking now of the whispering voice in my head, which became a roar when I drew on its power to drive the soldiers from the temple entrance. Can I now still assume this object is just a device that talks to my brain? Or am I ready to consider that the voice is coming from outside the Relic—that it’s a means of divine transmission?

      “The word ‘relic’ has a more specific meaning than just ‘an old, valuable thing,’” Nadia points out.

      Right. That little factoid I picked up from my Roman Catholic adoptive parents. I’ve never been to Europe, but my mom told me stories about the glittering “reliquaries” in the churches of the old cities. Brother Hemmelfart’s toe bones in a gold case. The supposed ribs of apostles and bishops on display. Saint Catherine’s head…

      “Fine,” I say slowly. “I’ll believe in whatever I need to believe in, if it’ll save Milly, for real this time. But I—”

      Then I remember the little gore-flaked instrument in my pocket. “Oh. I wanted to show you this, too. I’m  going to need all the advantages I can, so maybe you can also help me figure out how to…”

      As soon as her eyes land on the bronze device I’ve dug out, Nadia flinches and wheels her chair back. “Jesus Christ, Divya. Put that thing away. Now.”

      Startled by her reaction, I say, “Wait, you don’t even—”

      “Now,” Nadia commands. I have no choice but to obey. Once it’s out of sight, she relaxes and explains:

      “You can’t wave the Mesmerist’s trephine in my face and not expect me to freak out. That thing, and the other little nightmares in his toolset, nearly ruined my organization. It was… before I was in charge, but I still heard the stories in vivid detail. You can try to figure out how to use the trephine, if you like. But if you do, don’t count on my help at all.”

      “All right,” I concede. “I guess I don’t want to resort to the same methods Shaughnessy used to control Chaum and Ilana. It’s pretty awful to contemplate. Don’t know that the Relic will be enough on its own, though.”

      “Believe in it enough, and it will,” Nadia says. “But… maybe take along a friend or two, just in case. If Shaughnessy comes crashing into the City of Games too, it could ruin your day.”

      Now it definitely seems like the Relic—the nail—is whispering to me, as if Nadia triggered a weakening in mental defenses against the new influx of sounds and strange voices. I thank her for her help and depart the Tenacious Trainers gym.

      Outside, Ethan Jeong leans against his car, waiting for me. He nods at the Relic in my hands. “You know how to use that thing now?”

      “I believe so,” I say. “But I’m still probably going to die. Be my witness, Ethan. You’ll know why I went back. You’ll know I tried my damnedest to save her.”

      “It’s funny,” Jeong replies. “You make it sound like I’m not coming with you. Let me correct you on that point.”
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      I’d love to argue with Jeong. But ever since I stepped outside the gym, the din of Portsmouth has crept up on me and won’t leave me alone. It’s voices from far away. It’s scrapings and scrabblings, in the earth, where Sol claims to hear the voice of the city. The voice of Portsmouth sounds to me like a bubbling nightmare, where no one can ever be alone and things that should not be move underground. I hear millions of blaring TVs and computers and phones and a hundred thousand tapping feet, stray sighs, banal work conversations, and the unrestrained snores of midday naps.

      I’m going to go insane unless I regain control.

      “Divya, what’s wrong?” Agent Jeong asks.

      “The damn sounds,” I groan. “Sounds are everywhere.”

      Portsmouth is a small city, barely bigger than a town; I can’t imagine what would happen if I, say, stepped into New York with this aural amplification. Still, the weight of all the city’s sounds and noises presses down on me, and I stumble. Jeong catches me before I fall.

      Underneath everything else, a whisper grows stronger. The whisper of a god, a Hand:

      Punish my wayward children.

      Nope, nope, nope. If I open my mind any further to that voice, it’ll devour me. That’s the way of the Hand That Never Closes, after all. It’s reflected in the syllables of its followers’ names, and in the language that opens and closes its Ports. The Hand is hunger, and I can’t let it scent the full banquet of my mind.

      “Is it the magnified hearing?” Agent Jeong mutters. His voice is unnaturally loud. “What changed? Can you fight it?”

      “Keep it down, damn you,” I choke.

      Guhnach tried to train me. I can only hold onto the remnants of what I learned. I summon the image of the stage curtain back into my mind—that’s it. That’s what helped before. I slam the heavy red curtain down in front of all but the nearest sounds in my environment.

      Gradually, I can breathe again.

      “I’m okay,” I say.

      Jeong looks at the Relic tucked under my arm. “I don’t think that thing is helping. I think it’s making your condition worse. You sure you don’t want to put that away somewhere?”

      “It’s one of our only advantages, so no,” I say. Then my phone rings.

      “Officer Allard?” That’s Patricia’s voice.

      I hold up a finger to Jeong, then I say, “Yes! Are you ready for us to move in? What’s the address?”

      “Shaughnessy mind-controlled Sandy and got away!” she says frantically. “He’s headed back to Round Island alone—you have to stop him now before he hurts anyone else!”
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        * * *

      

      The Round Island Ferry is gone again from the Salter Street dock when we screech to a stop. And Grieg’s car is parked there. My heart leaps into my throat.

      “He beat us back here? Fuck!” Jeong swears. “At least Barnes and McGuinness will be there to stop him.”

      “No, we’ve got to get moving,” I say. “Your agents may not be enough. You see a demented old man, I see a self-made sorcerer with immense destructive powers.”

      At that instant, an aggrieved man comes out of the lobster pound and points a finger at me. “You! Where’s Ulrich?! My goddamn boat burned up on that island last night, and I want my reimbursement!”

      It’s Sherman, of course, the late detective’s supposed buddy. I shake my head. “I’m sorry, man. Ulrich’s unavailable. In fact, we could use another favor…”

      “Oh, no! No way!” the lobsterman shouts, his spittle spraying. “No more boats for you!”

      “You sure about that?” Agent Jeong says, whipping out his FBI badge.

      Minutes later Jeong and I are out on the water in our commandeered rowboat, the unfortunate Sherman’s curses ringing behind us.

      When we’re still some distance off, I see that Patricia’s information was incorrect. Shaughnessy is not alone; this time he has backup. There’s a beefy fellow with a gun on the Round Island dock. He’s pointing the gun right at us. He makes no attempt to wave us away. He’s simply ready to shoot.

      “Jeong,” I say urgently. “That’s not one of yours, right?”

      “Affirmative.” He leaves the rowing to me while he scrambles for his own gun. “FBI! Drop your weapon!” he hollers at the man on the dock over the engine noise.

      “I don’t think he can hear you,” I shout. Though of course I can, perfectly.

      The man fires a shot that furrows the gunwale.

      “Nope, he definitely didn’t,” Jeong says. “Well, we’re not turning around, goddammit.”

      “You sure? We’re in an open boat—we’re sitting—”

      “Don’t say it,” Jeong interrupts. “I’m not ready to quack yet.” Then he screams across the water: “Your last warning! Drop the gun!”

      The gunman answers with another bullet. This one rips open the shoulder of my jacket. I wince at the lead package passing so close to my skin.

      “That’s it,” Jeong roars. He squeezes off two quick rounds.

      With us in a boat experiencing motion on two axes, and our opponent’s feet planted on the stationary surface of the deck, I definitely wouldn’t have Wagered on us winning the gunfight.

      But Jeong was trained at Quantico. He’s practiced shooting a weapon far more times than I ever have, and he doesn’t miss. His first shot takes the man in the leg, the second in the stomach. The man falls. His gun bounces off the dock into the harbor.

      I’m not sure if Jeong meant to hit the man’s stomach, and I do him the courtesy of not asking. But when our boat arrives, the fallen man has already leaked a lot of vital stuff. His twitching suggests a short life expectancy.

      “Ought to get a med chopper out here,” Jeong says without much enthusiasm as we tie the boat to a dock post.

      “Hold that thought,” I say. Three people approach us from the house. The old man (in his bathrobe still!), along with Attorney Grieg and Patricia. The latter two wear strangely slack expressions that don’t change as I meet their eyes.

      Right. Bad intel from Patricia, because she was already under his control when she called…

      “You should never have come back to my island,” says Scott Shaughnessy.

      He holds up a small metal rod and jabs it in our direction. I feel an unwelcome presence enter my mind. *Come. Come quietly.*

      I’m powerless to speak. My eyes flick to Agent Jeong, whose startled expression tells me he’s in a similar state. Both of us walk with mechanical steps toward Shaughnessy, who leads the way back into the house. Grieg and Patricia also fall in without comment or resistance.

      Probably had the gunman on the dock too, poor bastard.

      “Welcome, once again,” Shaughnessy says as we step into the foyer. “I will consider you four my guests. These others, though, were not invited. Federal agents, on my island, in my home? You’re lucky I’m making an exception for you, Agent Jeong.”

      I manage to glance at the far wall, which Shaughnessy indicated when he said “these others.” A body slumps against the base of the wall. Agent Mike McGuinness has his service weapon pointed at his own head. The shot likely entered under his chin and blew out the back of his skull.

      I’m furious for both of us, but for Jeong in particular, to be prevented from grieving at the sight of poor Mike artificially driven to suicide. All we’re permitted to do is stew on the inside.

      “Might be I have the same idea for you, Agent Jeong,” Shaughnessy remarks. “Or might be I have more elaborate plans. I do have trouble thinking in too much detail these days, though. Especially since Detective Allard here was unkind enough to rob me of my borrowed brainpower.”

      By which he is referring to a human being. Ilana. So, as I thought, the dementia story isn’t all bullshit. He wasn’t just controlling her, though—he was stealing her grey matter for his own use, as a temporary substitute for the diseased organ in his own head. Shaughnessy must now be in dire, immediate need of a new slave. A new thrall, as Patricia termed it.

      “Speaking of which, Detective, would you mind returning what you’ve stolen from me?” the old man says.

      Like an asshole, I’ve brought along the trephine. I wasn’t prepared to use it myself, so what I was thinking? I suppose I wanted to keep it out of the hands of bad guys, but now look where we are. My hand plunges into my pocket of its own accord. I produce the little bronze instrument.

      No. NO!

      My arm jerks as it attempts to deliver Shaughnessy’s prize to him. I’ve blocked the command. I’ve stopped it!

      Shaughnessy sighs. “This is why taking your blood is more effective. Less possibility for rebellion. Well, let’s try the tide again.” He waves his little rod once more.

      This time I can’t fight him. I hand the trephine over. Shaughnessy takes a leather kit from his pocket. Three differently shaped depressions adorn the felt interior; one holds a bronze hexagonal object with tiny slits on its surface. Another is an empty space shaped like the rod Shaughnessy is holding. The third is half-occupied by a metal lid or cap. Shaughnessy removes this last piece and fits it onto the top of the trephine, and then puts the completed object into its space.

      *You may talk now,* says the commanding voice indulgently. I note Shaughnessy’s own lips don’t move while this is happening. Does the rod enable a mind-to-mind communication? And what did he mean by tide?

      “The Mesmerist’s toolset,” I say.

      Shaughnessy nods. “Perhaps you think you understand now. But you don’t. You never will, or at least not until the day your own mind begins to betray you. I have a feeling you won’t make it to such a day.”

      “Where’s Barnes?” Jeong barks at him. He’s apparently been regifted his speech as well.

      “The black one? You’ll see her soon enough.” Shaughnessy dismisses this concern with a finger flick. “To clarify, I’ve loosened your tongues so I can ask you some questions. I am… curious about how some elements of my charade managed to escape me. Perhaps you can humor me, as we all head upstairs.”

      *Head upstairs,* the commanding voice echoes in my head. The four of us mental captives follow the old man as he shuffles up three flights of stairs with minor difficulty.

      “First, is Officer Fragonard still alive?” Shaughnessy asks. “It would be a shame if your interference in the City of Games caused her to die.”

      “She’s dead,” I say. “She chose to end her life rather than become your organ donor.”

      *Are you lying?*

      “Yes, I’m lying,” I follow up by saying. Then: “Dammit. You’re not playing fair, old man.”

      Shaughnessy chuckles. “I avoid leaving things up to chance, whenever possible. Accept the rules of the game, Detective Allard. Another question—how did you manage not to get killed by Ilana, when you came back?”

      “She was a bad shot.” *Are you sure?* says the voice, the voice of the rod. I revise myself: “She fired at me, but the Relic blocked the shot and it rebounded to her.”

      “Ah, the Relic,” Shaughnessy says, pleased. “Which you also have brought me. How very thoughtful of you.”

      “You’re not getting the Relic, you old shitstain,” I snap at him. “I’ll fight you with every last bit of willpower I have left.”

      He gives me a ghastly grin. His eyes are watering as he says, “I’ll be most amused to see that happen. Another question for you. Is Milly Fragonard still alive in Avariccia?”

      Now that’s surprising. Or maybe not, now that I think about it. “Your dementia’s showing, Shaughnessy. You already asked me that.”

      His eyes widen. “Oh.”

      Shaughnessy opens the attic door and then ushers us all forward, as if he’d rather not turn his back on any of us. He still looks rattled by his slip. I trudge up the attic stairs. Agent Lena Barnes, her wrists and ankles trussed together, is curled up approximately where the quintessence Port was. She’s still alive, because of course the blood will have to be fresh.

      “Goddamn, am I glad to see you g…” she says. “Oh. You too, huh.”

      “Yeah, sorry,” I say. Will Shaughnessy make Barnes shoot herself? Will he make Jeong do it? Yeah, the old psycho will probably go for the latter. If I could only get Jeong’s gun before Shaughnessy and his little rod issue the command… but no, my limbs steadfastly refuse to accept my commands.

      “Shaughnessy,” Jeong says—in the direction of Barnes, because he’s not allowed to turn his own head— “spare Barnes. She’s here on my orders. You gotta sacrifice someone, sacrifice me instead.”

      “Such a devoted boss,” Shaughnessy says. “But I don’t have to listen to your orders. You’ll be much more useful to me than one of your lackeys. Your brain, your quick wits, your experience and skills will be most appreciated by Chaum or one of his lieutenants. Draw your weapon, agent.”

      Jeong’s face looks anguished. I see him struggling to disobey. His arm trembles. His fingers hover over his gun, then they clench into a fist.

      “Too strongminded to not be an annoyance,” Shaughnessy grumbles. “I don’t have the energy to keep pulling at your tide for too much longer, so how about a more potent motivation.” He takes the little bronze hexagon out of his kit. Out of another bathrobe pocket, he retrives a small glass vial. Then he slaps the bronze instrument against Jeong’s neck and flicks a switch on the side.

      Jeong gasps as the tiny blades spring into his flesh. Shaughnessy collects the blood trickling forth in the vial. And Jeong’s features slacken in a way similar to Grieg’s.

      I feel Shaughnessy’s control over me thinning while the old man collects Ethan’s blood sample. My eyes flick to Grieg, who looks as out of it as ever. But Patricia looks considerably livelier. I see subtle motions of her legs, her arms. She catches my eye and nods, again only in the subtlest manner.

      My own limbs feel like they’re moving through molasses… but they are responding to me, finally. Righteous rage surges into me. Let that be my fuel. I have no weapon, but I could grab Jeong’s if the old man keeps looking away at the exact angle he is now.

      I lurch for it.

      At the same time, Shaughnessy turns back toward me, as if in slow motion. He’ll catch me in the act of grabbing the gun. Patricia sees the same thing about to happen—because she screams then, to grab Shaughnessy’s attention.

      He whirls toward her, bewildered, and the gun slips into my grasp. I lift it to the old man’s head, only belatedly asking myself if I can bring myself to murder. Especially at close range. It will be colorful, it will be traumatic for all involved, but this is what I was trained for. Take a life if it means saving other, innocent lives.

      Take it.

      Take it, asshole! Do it!

      Shaughnessy has turned back to me now. He’s raised his “tidal” rod, and now the voice of command barges back into my brain—

      *Shoot her. Now!*

      I robotically swing the gun toward Patricia and I shoot her in the face.

      NO!

      This is the stuff of nightmares for any officer of the law… which I no longer am, and will never be again. Not just a close-combat kill, but killing an innocent person, watching as her middle-aged features explode into red ruin. The blood is a wreath, framing the terrible artwork I have rendered, and what was once Patricia tumbles.

      I’m screaming. I am the only one screaming. Jeong and Grieg are upright potatoes, unmoved and unmoving. Barnes is stone-faced on the floor, staring at me and thinking MURDERER!

      “Well, we’ll use this one’s blood, then,” Shaughnessy says. “No point in making Jeong shoot his lackey if he won’t even remember it. Can save Agent Barnes for the return trip. Allard, help me drag Grieg’s woman into position, and be quick about it.”

      *Shut your mouth. Toss that gun away. Grab her. Move her.*

      My screaming cuts off as abruptly as if someone grasped my windpipe. I turn and awkwardly throw Jeong’s gun toward the attic stairs. Then I take Patricia’s shoulders and drag her into the dried blood patch, which she quickly rewets. I step back. Shaughnessy traces the five-petaled pattern around Patricia’s corpse while chanting, in the Avariccian language:

      O Master of Quintessence, we lay this sacrifice before you, open the gate and breach the skin between worlds, drink the blood and consume the flesh, May Your Hand Never Close…

      Once again, the quintessence Port is coaxed into being. It feeds on Patricia’s life force and grows to its full size, and the flowers dance as I shriek at myself in my own head.

      Murderer. Murderer. Murderer. If I’d only been strong enough to resist—Jeong was stronger, anyway, Shaughnessy had to step it up to bloodletting to control him—I am a murderer!

      I struggle to get Ethan Jeong’s attention with my eyes, the only movable part left to me. He stares straight ahead. Ethan’s blood seems to give Shaughnessy full control over him; I wonder if that’s what he did with Grieg, too. I wonder why he didn’t take Patricia’s blood… underestimated her, perhaps? Just another weak woman?

      I killed her.

      “Now,” says Shaughnessy. “Come with me, everyone. I have a few errands to run in Avariccia, and you have a few items to donate.” He nods at Barnes. “You, stay here.”

      “My pleasure,” the agent mutters, doing everything she can to avoid looking at me.
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      I enter the City of Games under duress for the second time. This was supposed to be a triumphant rescue. Now look at me—under the body and mind control of an old man determined to steal someone else’s brain, with my only allies a zombie and a murderous city councilor that I’m now, somehow, feeling bad for. I’ll be lucky to save myself, never mind Milly.

      This time I barely feel the sensation of crossing universes, because I can barely feel my own body. Arriving at the now-familiar hideous statue of the Hand, I see we’re not alone. A whole company of silver soldiers sits in the five sets of pews. They’ve been waiting for someone to come back through, whether it’s me or the “sorcerer” to whom Chaum owes his newfound independence.

      Soldier Lord Chaum itself is among its troops. It rises and stares at me with Milly’s eyes. “Welcome,” it says. “I expected you would return sooner or later—you seemed the type not to leave a hopeless task unfinished.”

      “Actually, she returned under my auspices,” says Scott Shaughnessy. He walks to my side, and Grieg and Jeong fall in line. “I bring her, and these intelligent and capable men, as offerings. Not to the Hand That Never Closes, but to you, a Lord mightier than the god you have worshiped for so long. You are the first of your people to seize destiny for your own.”

      Chaum nods along. Milly’s eyes are disturbingly avid, an expression I never witnessed while they belonged to their rightful owner. Then it occurs to me that Chaum has no problem hearing what Shaughnessy’s saying. Some unfortunate underling must have donated its hearing to it in a hasty Wager.

      “And, I bring you another Relic for your collection,” Shaughnessy proclaims. He waggles his little rod in my direction.

      *Show it, now.*

      I bring the Relic—the giant fingernail—out of my bag and hold it up with my wooden limbs. Milly’s—Chaum’s eyes widen. It strides down the center aisle and snatches the Relic from my grasp. I let it, of course. Just like that, I’ve lost my one weapon.

      “The Priest Relic,” issues the voice from the suit. It’s practically drooling. Maybe the many mouths within that armor are drooling, a thought that makes my mind shudder. “Well done, sorcerer. I thought it lost to your world.”

      “How is your collection coming along?” Shaughnessy inquires.

      “Doxe Ungam is dead,” Chaum announces. “We pried it out and cut it to pieces in the Campo, and we ate it. Same with the Noble Sublord. Then I took the Noble Relic for my own. That makes my collection nearly complete, but for the coward Merchant Lord hiding in the Tower of the Glutton, and we’ll have it out soon enough.”

      “What’s the complication?” the old man asks.

      The Soldier Lord pauses. “The door to the stairwell is locked with a key phrase that only the Merchant Lord and Sublord know—well, and the late Doxe, but Ungam was not forthcoming with that information.”

      Shaughnessy scoffs. “Why not just topple the tower with the coward inside?”

      “We can’t risk damaging the Merchant Relic. If it breaks, none of the other Relics will be capable of a skill Wager either. I need your mind control to accomplish the task.”

      All that work to complete the collection. And for what? To assemble themselves into a shadow of humanity? Why can’t these disgusting creatures be happy for who they are? I’m itching to interrogate the Soldier Lord for the reasons behind all this slaughter and conquest.

      “Fine, then,” says Shaughnessy. “Will you take us to the Tower?”

      “I shall.”

      “And you remember your end of the bargain? After you obtain the last Relic, I wish to see your human prisoner immediately. I am eager to undergo the exchange, now that the meddlesome priest and the self-righteous Doxe are dead. By your grace, I will receive my new brain.”

      The Soldier Lord grunts. “First, let me take a closer look at these humans you’ve brought me. I know I want the ears from this insolent toad. But from whom should I claim my new nose? Who will yield me my human mouth?”

      Its gauntleted hand strokes Jeong’s face. Jeong doesn’t react. I struggle to regain control of myself. But, as the one thrall whose blood Shaughnessy doesn’t yet possess, I’m the most dangerous, so the old man keeps his little rod trained on me.

      “Yes,” Chaum murmurs, and then moves on to Grieg. Its eyes roll, looking at the man’s small facial features, but then it taps the lawyer’s skull. “Yes, perhaps the best organ is on the inside for this one…”

      With that, we proceed to the Campo and enter the palace. The Feast hall is now the site of widespread carnage. I spot the ruined metal shell of the Doxe, who now looks much like the contents of the Feast itself. Three fingernails, Chaum’s and the two that recently belonged to Gluhnt and Ungam, are arrayed on the long Feast table. Seeing them lined up next to each other, I can distinguish differences in the shapes and sizes, depending on which finger each came from.

      I wonder if these soldiers are all dreaming of their own borrowed human parts. The three of us who are Shaughnessy’s “guests” can only offer so many. So what next, if everyone wants their own full set? Will Shaughnessy keep zombifying people from Portsmouth and bringing them through?

      I have to stop all of this. Even if it means throwing my life away like Patricia did with hers.

      No. I killed her. Another ghost for the entourage.

      Then the soldiers drag in an unexpected addition to the scene: an Avariccian in a battered gold suit, with two of its doors hanging open. They deposit the Avariccian in front of Shaughnessy.

      “The Merchant Sublord, I presume,” Shaughnessy says.

      “You will extract the key phrase for the door?” Chaum asks.

      The old man trains the rod on the Sublord for a moment, his lips moving silently, then says, “I have it.”

      “Aha!” Chaum roars. “Uench, your doom is at hand.”

      Shaughnessy’s control over my physical movements is still absolute, but his ban on my speech slipped during the instant he directed the tidal rod to the Sublord. I find I’m able to move my lips.

      “Wait,” I mumble.

      Shaughnessy says, “The detective is actually trying to speak.”

      “Not… a… detective,” I can’t help but say numbly.

      *You may speak.*

      “This should be amusing,” Shaughnessy says.

      “Oh, you’ll find it very much so,” I say, smacking my lips together to rid them of tingliness. “Especially when your Avariccian buddy turns on you once he has complete power with the fifth fingernail.”

      The old man’s jaw quivers. “Wh… what? I don’t think you fully understand the partnership between the great Soldier Lord and myself.”

      “I do. It’s been using you to gain its power—and it knows you’ll be too dangerous once you have a brand-new brain. So it’s putting off your brain transfer until it doesn’t need you anymore. Then it, or one of its lieutenants, will take Milly’s brain for its own.”

      The Soldier Lord Chaum quietly watches me with Milly Fragonard’s eyes. Shaughnessy, however, is sputtering in outrage.

      “It—this great lord—needs me for the further transfer of choice organs to this city,” the old man insists. “Portsmouth is full of suckers and idiots for me to make into thralls and transport here.”

      “But there’s a whole world beyond Portsmouth, that Chaum and his soldiers could conquer without your help,” I argue. “Whereas your method of drawing little flies into your web is a lot slower, and more prone to accident. Especially with your brain rapidly failing you. Your usefulness comes to an end as soon as Chaum reaches the top of the Tower and grabs that Relic.”

      *Be silent.*

      I’m unable to speak any longer. Whatever Chaum’s true intentions—for honestly, I have no idea!—Shaughnessy glares at it now with the deep-seated paranoia of the demented. His withered cheeks are flushed with anger. “Is this true? Is this your plan?”

      “Of course it isn’t,” says the Soldier Lord. Milly’s eyes narrow in alien contempt.

      “Prove it, then,” Shaughnessy announces. “Let me take Milly Fragonard’s brain first, then you claim your final prize.”

      “Very well,” Chaum responds coldly. “Bring the human forth!”

      Maybe I’ve accomplished nothing beyond reversing the order of two really bad things. But it’s all I’ve got. It’s all Jeong and Grieg have got, too, useless thralls that they are.

      For the second time, I get to see poor Milly Fragonard in her eyeless state. This time, however, she isn’t in restraints. This time she walks freely between two silver soldiers. I thought she was magically prevented from leaving her cell?

      Shaughnessy, increasingly addled though he might be, notices her lack of chains. “Don’t take this one for granted,” he says. “You ought to tie her up while the Wager takes place—she’s a fighter.”

      Chaum chuckles. “Oh, I’m afraid I can’t do that. It is free, according to the Wager that Allard and its friends made.”

      “WHAT?!” Shaughnessy belows. Fear spikes into his face. He looks fully like the vulnerable, mentally ill elderly man that he has pretended to be for so long.

      Milly Fragonard walks forward unsteadily, holding her hand out. “I don’t know what you all are talking about,” she says, “but if I’m free now, I want to go home.”

      Holy shit. Praise to… the Hand? I feel an intense yearning to shout to her that I’m here. Shaughnessy’s cruel command keeps me from doing so.

      Then I realize how this can be possible. Ulrich won the Wager.

      Sol and I had to flee for our lives. We never confirmed that we’d lost, or that the Wager had been neutralized. Of course the former couldn’t be true, since Sol and I didn’t lose our own freedom. I assumed Ulrich somehow broke the Wager with his violence against the griffin… but the will of the Hand That Never Closes is stronger than that, isn’t it?

      Ulrich died in the worst possible way. But before he died, he managed to free Milly. A fresh wave of grief hits me then, emotion that I’m powerless to vent.

      Don’t worry, buddy, I think to the gruff image of the man that remains in my mind. I’ll make sure it wasn’t all in vain.

      “Gods damn you, what Wager?!” the old man shouts. He swings his rod at me. “Speak!” The command is echoed shortly in my mind.

      So I tell him what we did. Jeong and Grieg remain motionless, while Chaum shifts from foot to metal foot, Milly’s eyes regarding me intensely. The rightful owner of those eyes cocks her head as she listens to my words. When I get to the part about Ulrich’s death, Milly mutters a quiet denial. Her shoulders tremble as if she’s crying. But without eyes, that task remains out of reach.

      “I should have just killed you, whore,” Shaughnessy growls when I’m finished. “I can’t believe you managed to win that impossible race.”

      “Like I said, Ulrich did, not me,” I say. “Now answer me this, Chaum: could such a Wager be reversed easily? I’m guessing not, right?”

      “There would have to be another race,” Chaum says. “With both humans’ consent.”

      “Fuck her consent,” says Shaughnessy harshly, “just tie her up and I’ll use my rod to make her consent.”

      “I will not.”

      “You…” the old man says. “You plan to cross into my world and take it for yourself, don’t you? As the detective said! And you are threatened by me with a fully functioning brain, aren’t you? You’ve been planning all along to deny me the transfer!”

      The Soldier Lord’s mask nods. “I have won the game you and I have been playing. Now your only chance for survival is to pay fealty to me—continue to bring me worthy specimens, and I’ll consider letting you live.”

      “You fool!” Shaughnessy shrieks. “I can’t continue to be of use to you without a new brain!”

      “Then,” Chaum sighs, “I suppose this is the end for you. Thank you for awakening me to my own possibility, and to the tyranny of the Hand. My lieutenants, squash the human; it has no parts we would desire.”

      Two silver suits raise their hammers and march forward. In a panic, Shaughnessy turns his little rod on them, and they both halt. They swing around and bring their hammers cascading down toward their Lord. Other soldiers block them.

      “Kill him!” shouts Shaughnessy. He waves the rod furiously, and the blocking soldiers lower their weapons; this time they’re the ones to turn on Chaum, though the first ones now recover their wits and tackle the newly brainwashed.

      With the old man’s efforts fully focused on Chaum’s forces, I regain control of my own body—and speech—once again. It turns out that, yes, I do have it in me to knock a mentally ill elderly man to the floor.

      As Shaughnessy hits the flagstones, I hear a shattering. Blood flies out of his side, but not from his own body—a flurry of glass accompanies the spray. As the blood drops spatter on the ground, Sandy Grieg shakes his head and slaps his own cheek.

      “Fuck,” he says. “Fucking old man. Where am I?”

      I go after the little control rod, which spun out of Shaughnessy’s hand and into the crowd of soldiers. Their huge metal bodies could crush me, but I still dive for the damn thing, determined to prevent the old man from retrieving it.

      There’s a flash of movement above my head, but then Chaum’s voice commands: “Don’t squash it! Its organs are valuable!” So far it’s managed to avoid being smashed open by its soldiers.

      I snatch the rod.

      “Agent Jeong!” Shaughnessy hisses through his groans of pain. “Kill Allard!”

      Someone grabs me by the feet and hauls me roughly backward. Gripping the tidal rod, I turn in time to see Ethan Jeong’s fist zooming toward my face. I have no time to dodge, only to minimize the damage. I swivel my face and catch his hard blow on my cheek. Stars explode. Bone breaks. Goddammit!

      I’m too stunned by agony to use the rod, or to even know if I’m still holding it. Jeong’s slack face is devoid of mercy. He winds back for another blow—and then he freezes.

      “I said, kill the old man!” Grieg snaps. “How do I use this fucking thing!”

      The lawyer shakes the Mesmerist’s rod like it’s a faulty flashlight. Ethan Jeong shambles to his feet and staggers toward Shaughnessy. The old man must have broken something vital, because he’s still on his back. But he’s flailing his arms and now I hear him shouting: “Allard! Get Allard! Blood compels you!”

      Jeong lurches back in my direction.

      “Stop it, both of you!” I scream. “You’re going to break his brain!”

      I sit up. My head spins. I need to get the rod back from Grieg. I need to get Jeong’s blood vial from Shaughnessy. But I’m in no condition to take anything from anyone. Grieg makes Jeong head back for Shaughnessy.

      Then the Soldier Lord shouts: “Enough! End this, Aunchan!”

      One of its soldiers brings a heavy foot down on Shaughnessy’s head. The subsequent wet noise I don’t care to describe further. And finally the dread sorcerer, the spoiler of the City of Games and the Demented Demon of Round Island, is dead.

      Grieg, his eyes bugged out at Shaughnessy’s mutilated corpse, lets the rod fall to his side, and abruptly Ethan Jeong is still, awaiting further orders.

      I swallow my nausea and crawl to the old man’s body on my hands and knees. Gritting my teeth at the pulsing pain in my cheek, I search his pockets until I bring out a small glass vial full of blood. I pop open the stopper and drain the blood onto the floor.

      Jeong’s eyes focus. He takes a deep breath and touches his neck. Spotting me on the floor, he says in a weak voice: “Allard? Please don’t tell me this is where I think it is.”

      “You’re okay,” I say. “We’re not okay, but… you’re okay.”

      He looks at his bloodied knuckles and then at my cheek. “Did I do that to you?”

      “These humans are quite pathetic when they fight each other,” Chaum muses, as if wondering what the big deal was about collecting human parts after all. Maybe it’s one thing to see a species as godlike forerunners depicted in sculpture and frieze, and another thing to see them battering each other like animals.

      “Ahem,” says Grieg. He still has the rod, of course. He probably can’t decide whether to use it on me or Jeong next.

      Jeong shoots him a confused look. He remembers what the rod means but doesn’t know why Grieg has it. Then he sees Shaughnessy’s flattened head on the stone floor. He bends forward as if to throw up. Grieg raises the tidal rod.

      “Don’t you fucking dare,” I say, struggling to my feet. “Leave him alone.”

      “Would you rather I control you?” Grieg says. “We could have such fun together, Officer Allard. The things I could teach you…”

      “That’s enough,” the Soldier Lord thunders. “I will tolerate no more damage to you vessels.”

      “Allard?” Milly asks, now that she can hear the fighting is over.

      “I’m over here, Milly,” I say. “Follow my voice.”

      She does. I wrap my arms around her. Her solid presence is comforting, probably because I can’t see her eyeless face from this angle. “Thank you, Allard,” she mumbles. “Thank you.”

      “We’re still all going to die,” I say. “I’m sorry. I let the old man get the drop on me.”

      “Tell me about it,” Milly says. “Really—I appreciate everything you’ve done. You and Ethan—and Ben. As long as we’re alive, there’s still hope.”

      “Hey, pay attention to me,” Grieg orders. “I believe I have control of the situation now. Nobody wants us ‘vessels’ damaged any more, so you all have to do what I say, don’t you? I can control—”

      “You can control two of them, or two of us, at most with that thing, as Shaughnessy kindly demonstrated for us,” I interrupt.

      Grieg hesitates at this. One of Chaum’s soldiers strikes the back of his head. He lets the rod go and once again I scoop it up. Grieg wavers on his feet. I point the rod at him.

      “Ready to cooperate?” I say.

      The lawyer shakes his head, resigned. He doesn’t meet my eyes, instead rubbing at his bruised pate.

      “Now, do you intend to try to control me with that thing?” says Chaum.

      I frown. “No, I don’t intend to use it at all. It’s evil.”

      “Well, then, the way is clear,” says the Soldier Lord. “We will claim any organs we please from you—using that rod. Give it to me. Give it to me now. You know I have won the game.”
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      “Okay. Okay, all right.”

      I make as if to hand the rod over. Instead, I turn and throw it across the Feast hall. The Soldier Lord lets out a curse. I reach out for the nearest Relic and place both hands on its pitted surface. In my desperation, I invoke the Hand That Never Closes, scrambling for the stilted language Guhnach and Shaughnessy used:

      O Master of Quintessence, I have no sacrifice for you but the pink flesh of this betrayer of your faith. Give me the strength to deliver it to you. May Your Hand Remain Open… er, Never Close…

      I follow the voice this time as it answers me. I open my mind to it, and the voice takes me somewhere strange and terrifying.
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        * * *

      

      I’m standing in a field of flowers stretching to the horizon. The sky overhead is grey and threatening, but the flowers are a cheery blue and purple. I could almost feel comforted by them if not for the house-sized thing also growing from the ground.

      Instinctively I know that to look at it—to truly take in the sight—will lead to madness. Giving myself over to belief in the Hand, I finally understand not just the power that it possesses, but also the built-in limits of the human mind. I turn my back.

      Still, however, my brain races to fill in the details. Based on the horrid statue in the Five-Petaled Temple, I imagine a hand almost as grey as the sky, mottled and zombie-like, but five-fingered like a human’s. In the middle of its palm I picture a hole—to somewhere else, like a Port. The somewhere else it leads to is a cold and black galaxy dotted with merciless stars.

      Its fingernails would be stubby and whitish, as if in the process of growing back.

      “You cheated at a Wager,” the Hand speaks. In my head. I imagine its gigantic fingers flexing in rhythm with its speech. “You looked at your opponents’ cards.”

      “Are you going to kill me for that?” I ask, trying to remain calm. “I assumed you would still want me to win over those guys. Just like you would now.”

      A short and terrifying silence passes before it answers: “My will must be done through you, to turn my wayward children back from the disaster they court.”

      “That is the bargain I’m looking to strike,” I say, still in a shaky voice. “But—can I ask, first? What are you? You can’t be a god, so are you some sort of insanely advanced alien intelligence?”

      “I am the greatest of the five Port masters. Whether you consider me a god, I care not. I care only for the beliefs of my children.”

      “Because belief is what sustains you,” I say.

      “I am eternal,” replies the Hand. Which is not quite a direct answer. “For as long as sentients have lived in the multiverse, I exist, and I will continue to exist. The same could be said for the lesser four. Our will opens the doors between planes. Our will reaches into worlds and shapes their realities. My will balances life and death.”

      “So you’re saying people shouldn’t fuck with you. Then why don’t you take care of Chaum and the other unruly children yourself?”

      Suddenly I find myself flattened on my back in the flowers. I squeeze my eyes shut as the Hand That Never Closes looms over me. I thought… I thought I saw stars in a palm-void, winking cruelly at me. I could be swallowed by that frigid space.

      “I touch all mortal beings,” the Hand murmurs in my brain. “I touch you, and my will is your command. Your little wants, your desires, your thoughts, all spring from the life I grant. You are mastered by your needs, and so I master you. Would you like to see Hannah Ryder again?”

      “Maybe I will someday,” I grit out. “When I croak. I’m not ruling it out.”

      “How would you like her to be delivered back among the living?”

      The alien-god-being is merciless. It knows I wish more for you to be with me than anything else in any of these rotten universes. It needs me to say the words, and then I’ll be the Hand’s creature forever. Fortunately I have a more pressing concern.

      “The only thing I want right now,” I say, eyes still battened down in terror, “is for you to empower me to take this faithless bastard down. Give me this, just this, and I promise we’ll reopen the discussion about my little wants and desires at a later date.”

      A silence. Then I feel the crushing presence of the Hand receding from me. The voice grows fainter as it says: “Go. And win your Wager.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m back in the Doxe’s Feast hall. I haven’t moved an inch from where I laid my hands on the table, though a soldier has extracted the Relic from my grasp. The Soldier Lord lumbers toward us, human eyes rolling, with the tidal rod in its hand. It must have been no challenge to find.

      “Shall we begin?” it says.

      “Take my organs first,” I snarl at the Soldier Lord. “Don’t take any more from Milly—don’t start with Ethan Jeong, or that worthless worm Grieg. Start with me. Hell, take my skills too, you’re going to need them. You’re going to need it all, if you want to conquer my world.”

      Chaum considers. “No. Wagering for your skills would involve the Wheel and leave the game entirely to the Hand. No, I will start by Wagering—once again—for those ears of yours. And you will lose every trick of Maw this time, under my command.”

      “Good,” I say.

      “No, Allard!” Milly shouts. “Goddamn it, you can’t do this.”

      Chaum uses the tidal rod to force me to sit down at the nearest Relic. Then two of its soldiers sit next to us to round out the foursome for this sham game of Maw. The Soldier Lord chuckles quietly as it places its hand on the Relic. I do the same. We both Wager our hearing, as we did at the Hill of Generation. The separation is as painful and disorienting as before.

      The soldier to Chaum’s left deals the cards and reveals the trionfo suit by uncovering a four of hammer and tongs. Chaum lays down a six of flowers. Now it’s my turn. This time, it doesn’t matter that I can see the reflection of my opponents’ cards. The controlling voice in my mind simply says, *Play your least advantageous card,* and I lay down a three in the same suit.

      In no time at all, the Soldier Lord has won two tricks and is about to claim its third. It puts down a Relic of hammer and tongs, the “Noble Lord’s Relic.” The command voice tells me, once again, to throw the trick, and I put down a seven of coins.

      But before the card hits the playing surface, it transforms into a five of hammer and tongs—the “five fingers,” the Hand That Never Closes. Top trionfo wins. It’s my first trick, though of course the real trick is how the card changed.

      Thanks, Hand. I know I’m gonna pay for this later…

      I still can’t pierce the silence. But I don’t need my hearing to understand the turmoil that overtakes Chaum. It vaults up from its seat and points an accusing metal finger at the “five fingers” on the Relic. The soldier to my left wrenches my remaining cards out of my hand to look at them. They shimmer and turn to fives of hammer and tongs as well.

      I’d love to drop an epic burn on the bastard. If only either the burner or burnee could actually hear right now. I’m left to mentally sneer: Maybe you shouldn’t have spurned your god after all, bitch!

      Highly unsatisfying.

      The Soldier Lord bolts up from the gaming table. I’m sure it’s bellowing its tin head off right now. The other two players grab for Chaum and miss. It backpedals from the table—as it turns out, the worst possible thing it could do.

      I remember Ulrich asking Priest Lord Guhnach what would happen if a Wagerer abandoned a game before it was complete. I remember its reply, too:

      “The Hand will not suffer it to live.”

      First my severed ears fly from the surface of the Relic and reattach themselves to my head. Before I can react, before we can do anything but watch, the Relic, still glowing, shoots up from the table and floats several feet above Chaum. Rapidly a tall column of grey mist coalesces beneath the Relic—a bent, finger-shaped column, with the Relic as its nail.

      The misty finger smashes down on the Soldier Lord with the force of steel. Chaum’s armor explodes outward in a spray of pink goo and wayward teeth. I scream and hurl myself backward, onto the stone floor. That’s a landing my body doesn’t appreciate, but it’s better than being pierced by a hundred fangs.

      The Hand’s insubstantial finger rears up again, as if seeking its next target, but then the mist disappears and the Relic clatters down onto the wreck of Chaum.

      No one moves, stunned into inaction. The will of the Hand That Never Closes is abundantly clear—and it’s on my side. Now that’s power. Could this now be my army, if I wanted one?

      Jeong appears above me, offering a hand. “You okay, Divya?”

      I let him help me up, moving slowly and painfully. My face, too, still throbs. “Sure. Never better.”

      “Then… you want to explain to me what on earth happened here?!”

      I shake my head. Not yet. I circle the table and crouch beside the Soldier Lord’s remains until I see the object it dropped. I pick up the tidal rod and straighten. Now I notice: the soldiers are looking to me for orders. To me. A cold thrill washes through me.

      The possibilities.

      With the silver Avariccians under my command, I could crush the Portsmouth City Council. I could make them all pay—well, at least the guilty ones, though why stop there?—pay with their lives for what they did to you. I could fix as many Wagers as I want and become a god myself… and the monster Portsmouth already dreams I am.

      “Allard?” Milly says.

      I sag. I slip the tidal rod in my pocket. And I say to the soldiers, “Go into the Tower and escort the Merchant Lord here. Unharmed.”

      Three of them march out the door. The rest linger. I address them in their own tongue:

      “You want orders? Never cross into Earth. Ever. None of you belong there. So say I, and the Hand That Never Closes will back me up.”

      The soldiers chorus in Avariccian: “Yes, Lord!”

      “Letting the power go to your head, I see,” Grieg says. “That is the danger—one of the many dangers—of Port-walking. At least for the inexperienced.”

      “When I want your opinion, I’ll give it to you,” I say.

      Jeong puts his arm around Milly, who leans against him, exhausted. “What are you doing, Allard? We need to get out of here. Milly needs a doctor.”

      “Trying to fix what Shaughnessy broke.”

      Finally the three soldiers return with an Avariccian in a shiny gold suit; its mask depicts an androgynous face distorted by fear.

      “Uench, I presume,” I say. “Let it go.”

      The silver Avariccians step away from the Merchant Lord. Uench takes in the carnage of the Feast hall. “Who are you… human?”

      “I’m the bearer of good news,” I say in its language. “You no longer have anything to fear from the Soldier Lord—look over there, that puddle used to be Chaum—and you’re the most powerful Avariccian in the City of Games.”

      Merchant Lord Uench takes a few steps toward what used to be Chaum. Then it says, “You—you killed Chaum? And the Doxe?! Guhnach too?”

      “Only Chaum,” I say hurriedly. “But… yeah, I am a powerful sorcerer, like the one that corrupted Chaum’s mind. I could easily turn on you, too, if you don’t follow my instructions to the letter.”

      The gold Avariccian trembles.

      I go on: “Your job is to reconcile the other castes and allow them to pick new Lords and Sublords for themselves. Each caste gets its Relic back. In fact, the City of Games had better return to the way it was before the other sorcerer ever arrived. It’s your new duty to ensure that happens, or I’ll come back and correct you. Do you understand?”

      Uench’s frightened mask nods once, twice, three times in rapid succession. “Yes, sorcerer. Avariccia will return to its original principles of five castes in harmony. I will work with my Sublord right away to begin the process.”

      “Oh, uh…” I say. “You’re going to need to appoint a new one of those too. Sorry.”

      “Oh.”

      I gesture at the company of Chaum’s soldiers. All of them, even Mauguh, straighten. “These highly trained peacekeepers will assist you in your efforts. Go, all of you. Begin rebuilding this fucked-up society immediately. You know what’ll happen if you don’t.”

      “We will, Lord,” says Uench along with the silver Avariccians. Then they all hurry out together.

      “Wise words and wise actions,” Jeong says in relief.

      “Let’s go,” I say, “before I change my mind.”

      I take the tidal rod with me—I have no intention of using it, but I can’t leave it in the mailed gloves of the Avariccians, lest I create another Chaum. I tuck it into the leather case that belonged to the late Scott Shaughnessy. Then we depart the gore-stained Feast hall.

      I trust Grieg as I would a fanged adder, so I keep him under guard while Jeong helps sightless Milly along. Forming an awkward procession, the four of us cross through the city streets.

      “There’s one thing I still don’t understand,” I say as we’re walking, “and I hope you don’t mind the question, Milly: how did you get mixed up with Shaughnessy?”

      She smiles ruefully. “I responded to a call late one night that took me to Round Island; caught a ride with the Coast Guard. Ilana had a night off, so Natalie, the maid, was all alone with the old man, and she got scared—thought she heard someone sneaking around the island. I didn’t find any intruders… but I did get a strange vibe about Shaughnessy, and the house itself. I don’t know how to explain it. Something seemed off.”

      Hmm. I wonder if there was someone on the island who left before Milly got there. An early exploration by Hector Ferreira before he got caught, or else another cultist.

      “I couldn’t help thinking about what had happened with you, and your ‘evil twin,’ and the police station,” Milly goes on. “Strangeness seemed to be cropping up in Portsmouth more often. But I couldn’t really learn more about Shaughnessy and his household unless I maintained contact. So… I befriended the old man.”

      Who was happy, in turn, to maintain his demented charade and to return the friendship while he figured out what this officer was up to. Was she on to him? Did she know about the Port? Two could play this game of deception. Two could wear masks while pursuing their own ends.

      “He seemed to like gambling. I had no idea about… this place, I just thought it was an innocent hobby. So I took him to the slots at Hampton, and eventually Foxwoods down in Connecticut. I tried to learn more about him—how he had come to live on the island, what was the history of the house—but every time we had a conversation of any real substance, he would conveniently lose track of what we were saying.”

      “Did he tell you he was putting you in his will?” Jeong asks.

      “What! No, did he do that?!”

      “He was setting you up the whole time,” I say. “To look like the bad guy, manipulating a poor old dementia-ridden gent to get at his millions.”

      “Yeah… I guess it makes sense now,” she says quietly. “I thought I was in control, but he was playing me. One day someone left the attic door unlocked—maybe it was on purpose—and I found the strange doorway up there. I turned to see Shaughnessy there, looking much more alert than he ever had before, and he had this little thing in his hand. It… controlled me. It made me go along with him through the doorway, and participate in Wagers I didn’t want to.”

      “Including Wagering your own eyes against Chaum,” I say.

      “Yeah. What a nightmare. And now I guess I’ll never get them back…”

      We arrive at the Five-Petaled Temple unmolested. The Port stands open, waiting for us. Thankfully nobody troubled to close it this time, so we won’t have to make another sacrifice to get home. Once we’re on the other side, though, we’ll have a hard decision to make. So much blood has been sacrificed to the Hand already.

      “Want to say goodbye to this place before we go?” Jeong asks Milly lightly as they step toward the Port.

      “Oh my God, you’re a heartless jerk,” Milly answers. “This is the best moment of my life.”

      “You’ll feel a tingle,” Jeong says, and he nudges her through. He follows quickly after her.

      I wave Ethan’s gun at Grieg. “You next.”

      “Yeah, sure,” the lawyer says bitterly. “So you can slaughter me as soon as we get through the Port, to close it up. No fucking way.”

      “You’d rather stay here?”

      Grieg eyes me. “I can be persuasive. At least I’d have a chance.”

      Though the thought of erasing this dickhead from existence did cross my mind, I say, “No. I’m not a monster like you, Sandy old pal. I don’t kill people who are inconvenient to me, or to resolve an inconvenience.”

      “An open Port like this is more than an inconvenience,” says Grieg. “It’s a threat to humanity until it’s closed.”

      “Then I’ll leave it up to you, if you’re so concerned. Feel free to kill yourself after we’ve crossed through, and I’ll happily put your blood to good use.”

      Grieg looks at me openmouthed. Then, finally, he says, “You’re stupider than I thought, Detective. I’m disappointed.”

      He must be convinced that I won’t kill him, because now he steps through the Port. I’m the last one left in Avariccia.

      I look around at the temple floor strewn with corpses. What a terrible legacy to leave behind. I guess I shouldn’t expect gratitude from the Hand That Never Closes for simply fixing other humans’ mistakes. But I have received a prize of sorts; I’ll be carrying pieces of Avariccia wherever I go. I have Chaum’s hearing until the day I die.

      I give the City of Games my middle finger and go through the Port.

      I hope I never feel this wrenching sensation again.
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      The four of us blink at each other in Shaughnessy’s attic. We’re home. But I don’t feel relieved, and Jeong and Milly don’t look that way either. Jeong kneels and unties Barnes, who regards him with suspicion until he explains what happened.

      “It’s going to stay open,” Milly says. “Until someone’s life blood closes it.”

      “Yeah, we know,” Jeong says.

      I grit my teeth. “Maybe we don’t have to worry about this… yet. The silver soldiers promised me they wouldn’t try to conquer Earth. Those Avariccians seem to stick to their word.”

      “With the notable exception of Soldier Lord Chaum!” Jeong protests.

      “Shaughnessy poisoned his mind,” I say. “His soldiers were following his lead.”

      “Jesus, I don’t know,” Jeong grumbles. “Those soldiers aren’t the only ones I’m worried about, either. You know, Ivanov and the Boston braintrust are itching to make some inroads into Ports ASAP, in the name of the United States Government. They’d find a lot to like in the City of Games if I told them about it.”

      “Which you’re not going to,” I say, alarmed. “Right?”

      He hesitates. “My job’s on the line.”

      “The fate of the fucking Earth is on the line!”

      “Yeah,” Jeong says impatiently. “I—want you to know the stakes for me, okay? We aren’t exactly even, in what we’re sacrificing.”

      In that moment, I’m ready to show him just how many sacrifices I’ve made within the past couple of days. Fortunately for him, I’ve learned a little anger control over the last month or so. All that manifests is a furious growl, followed by my terse words: “I don’t think you know what you’re saying, Ethan.”

      He bows slightly and gives me a sheepish grin. “You’re right. I’m being an idiot… sorry.”

      Then he looks toward Grieg. “So. Things got pretty hairy over there,” he says. “The lawyer could have gotten killed in the heat of conflict. Sure, his body would be on the wrong side of the Port, but we’ve got some deep water here…”

      “Ah,” says Grieg, shooting a look at me.

      “No, Ethan,” I say. “We’re not killing anyone. That’s not who I am, or who you are either.”

      “I was thinking out loud,” he says. “So what are we going to do?”

      Milly surprises me by saying, “I’ll take the hit. My stupidity led you all into the City of Games in the first place, looking for me.”

      “No, you were the reason we even discovered Shaughnessy was up to no good,” I say. “Stop it, Milly.”

      “My career is over,” she says, jabbing a finger toward the smooth flesh where her eyes should be. “What am I going to do now? At least I can be useful with this last act, rather than living a life of blind uselessness.”

      Now I’m worried. I’m not going to let Milly sacrifice herself to the Port, but what will happen when she’s a week, a month, six months into her new condition? What might she do to herself?

      “Listen,” I say harshly. “You’ve got a lifetime’s worth of usefulness ahead of you. Frankly, what you’re saying is offensive to blind people, and I demand you take it back.”

      “What? Allard, screw you!”

      “Take it back,” I go on, my mouth twisting in a bitter grin. “Do I have to start naming blind icons in the arts and sciences? Don’t make me, Milly.”

      She scoffs angrily. “Fine! The blind are important contributors to society. I can’t wait to join their ranks. I’m so excited. But seriously, what are you going to do about this Port?”

      “It’s on an island,” Jeong says slowly. “It’s defensible. We’ll have the Coast Guard keep people away. Especially city councilors. Shaughnessy’s dead—he was the biggest threat. Maybe we can keep people from knowing about it.”

      “I know about it,” Grieg says. “Since you’ve decided to keep me alive, that’ll be an ongoing annoyance for you. But, of course, the little junkie twit knows about it too, and he’s out in the public. Doubtless he’s already told the rest of the cultists. What’s going to keep them away?”

      “Are you arguing for me to kill you?” Jeong snaps in exasperation.

      I intercede with my hands waving. “Let’s table this! No one’s going to die anytime soon. The Port stays open. Station an agent out here, Jeong, until we figure out otherwise.”

      “Not it,” says Barnes.

      “Right, I wouldn’t do that to you,” Jeong says. “I’ll find someone. A plum assignment for some lazy ass. Now, we need to get Milly to the hospital.”

      “Portsmouth Hospital?” Milly asks. “How the hell would we explain this?”

      Jeong shakes his head. “No, there’s a special medical facility that understands the… mission of my resident agency. They’ll understand. Maybe there’ll even be something they can do for you.”

      “No!” I say.

      Jeong looks at me, and I quickly go on: “Ethan, I really appreciate all your help here, but—I don’t trust the rest of the FBI. Someone like Ivanov could decide that Milly is the new fascinating specimen, then take her for ‘study’ down in Boston. No, I’m going to find a different place for her.”

      “Where?” he protests.

      Nadia might have an idea. “Never you mind that,” I say. “I’m taking Milly into my protection. Milly, that okay with you?”

      “Whatever,” Milly says.

      Barnes gestures at Grieg. “Wait. What about this guy. What are we going to do with him?”

      “At the very least, we’ve got him on interfering with a federal investigation,” Jeong says. “I’m sure we can make other charges stick too. Take him into your custody, Agent Barnes.”

      “With pleasure,” she says, and she cuffs the attorney.
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      So, the aftermath.

      I took Milly to the Tenacious Trainers gym and asked Nadia to help us. Seeing how drastically Milly had suffered, Nadia overcame her distrust of this particular police officer, at least, and offered Milly a trip to see the medical professionals in Stroyer’s Axle. But going through another Port was the last thing Milly wanted to do, she made clear to me. So Nadia arranged for the evaluation to come to her, in the form of Durmaz 1N, who was trained in the medical technology of his home city. Milly’s been camped out in a cult safehouse while Durmaz tends to her.

      Last I heard, Durmaz was hopeful about setting up Milly with some kind of assistive visual tech, but we’ll see. At the very least she’s becoming more adapted to her new circumstances—no more talk of self-destruction—and she’s getting a crash course in the crazy hidden struggles between councilors and cultists. She had only stumbled into this conspiratorial maze by accident, but there’s no escaping it now.

      I attended a succession of funerals. Patricia Gagnon did leave behind a husband and two kids, just as she told me. Special Agent Mike McGuinness was ruled a suicide and buried without honors. He was a good man and deserved better. I stopped by Ilana Stein’s and Hector Ferreira’s funerals, too, though I hung back and left early. Ferreira’s grieving family will never know how he ended up on that island. Detective Ben Ulrich remains a missing person case.

      Part of the Avariccians’ cleanup detail involved them shoving Scott Shaughnessy’s body back through the Port. The official story is that Shaughnessy and Ilana got into a fight of unknown origin and killed each other. It doesn’t hold up if one looks at the rather definitive wounds each of them suffered, but the Portsmouth police don’t trouble themselves to mention inconsistencies to the media.

      On leave from the force, Milly unfortunately couldn’t help me much with building a case against the dirty Portsmouth cops. Happily, I received a boost from beyond the grave thanks to Patricia. With Sandy Grieg under arrest, Ethan and I got the excuse we needed to go through the lawyer’s office. We found the files about Jill Haven and Eddie Barndollar that Patricia had put together—both overdose deaths involved Officer Mike Prince making the initial discovery of the bodies. And we found the records of two payments from one Heritage Preservation Initiative, LLC, to Prince, each payment a few days after one of the deaths. The LLC had also paid Gomez and Lewis, though it’s not clear yet which deaths or disappearances they’re implicated in.

      (We also took the opportunity, while we were there, to rip off the upstairs wallpaper and confiscate it.)

      The suspicious payments, combined with some missing opioids from the PD’s evidence storage, resulted in the suspension and investigation of Mike Prince. They’re still investigating, but it doesn’t look good for Prince.

      To my frustration and disillusionment, however, Attorney Sandy Grieg has slipped out of justice’s grasp. Questions Grieg and his own lawyer raised about false imprisonment, and breaches of protocol out on Round Island that SSA Jeong was hard pressed to explain, resulted in the charges against him falling apart. Now Jeong himself is under review by the Bureau and in danger of losing his supervisory status, the latest victim of their aggressive CYA policy. The FBI couldn’t connect the dead gunman on the island to Grieg, either, though I’m sure the guy was Grieg’s hired muscle until Shaughnessy brainwashed him.

      Meanwhile, Grace Stone doesn’t seem to be tied to Heritage Preservation Initiative, LLC, at all. I know she must have ordered Grieg to kill the cultists, but no records exist. And the LLC doesn’t look to have paid anyone in the several days following your death.

      It’s hard for me to admit, but clearly law enforcement isn’t the avenue to pursue justice for you. I’ll need to take Stone and her cronies to task in my own way. And I’ll need to do it soon, now that they’ve been stirred up by our aborted efforts to punish them through official channels.

      There is, however, one item on my to-do list I’ve been neglecting. That’s how I find myself, on this hot evening in early July, standing in front of the Tenacious Trainers gym. The place is supposed to be open 24 hours a day, but tonight the machines are all still, and the front door is locked. I press the buzzer, and when a voice answers, I say:

      “I’m ready for my tour.”
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      The menu at the most celebrated restaurant in Stroyer’s Axle is, predictably, heavy on seafood. I’m eyeing the grasper, which Nadia has assured me is a close cousin to octopus, in fanlin sauce. “But what is fanlin sauce?”

      “Spicy, creamy. You’ll love it. Take a gamble.”

      “I don’t want to do that ever again,” I say, but I do order the dish.

      Nadia and I are sitting at a table near the window, where I can goggle at the streets far below and the towers curving away from us. The view of this city in a bubble is stunning, as is the greenish-blue sea beyond the protective membrane. I see no indications the surface of the sea is anywhere close by, and yet light suffuses the water, making for a constant daytime in the city.

      I wriggle in the tight-fitting cerulean bodysuit I’m wearing, still feeling uncomfortable and embarrassed. Both the color and the fit look much better on Nadia, who was the one who insisted on us wearing them to blend in with the current fashions in the Axle. I’m thinking maybe she wanted to see me squirm. I must look like a pipsqueak sausage in this. There are ridiculous flowing silk edges on the arms and legs, like fins on a fish.

      We’ve spent hours together in this strange submerged city, starting with running across the park holding the mighty Axle itself in its dome, glorying in the extra leaping height and distance that the gravity here lends us. For a minute there I felt like a kid again. Nadia wanted to take me to meet the Navigator of the city, but the guards in azure stationed outside the Axle’s dome told us he was busy. We visited a museum about the history and culture of the city instead.

      Now Nadia catches me looking down at the Axle dome. The Axle is adorned with brass machinery connected to at least two brass pipes that jut out of the dome and disappear into the grass. Similar-looking pipes extending from the tops of two of the tallest buildings in the cityscape to run through the bubble to huge cannon-like things on the outside. The pipework must snake underneath and through huge portions of the city.

      “The rotation of the Axle controls the positions of the water-jet thrusters and allows the city to steer through the world sea,” says Nadia. “So as you can imagine, the hierarchy of who gets to navigate is central to the culture of this whole place.”

      “Because being able to get away from the giant sea monsters is the difference between survival and extinction.” I gulp some more of my coan, a local wine that incorporates seawater and somehow gets away with it. It’s only a little salty and has a rich, full flavor.

      “The ‘politicians’ here are much more practical than you may be used to. The leader of Stroyer’s Axle is called Navigator, which is an active role, not an honorary title. It may be helpful to think of this whole city as a ship, with everyone ultimately answering to the Navigator and his crew. That’s why I wanted you to meet Ashmael, but… another time, I suppose.”

      “Ashmael. On a first-name basis with the Navigator?” I ask.

      “Jealous?” she says with a teasing smile.

      I ignore her and look around at our fellow diners again. They’re strange and yet familiar at the same time. By now I can look past the differences in their appearance—the pointed ears, their impressive average height, the fluidly uncanny way they move—and recognize all the emotions and personality tics in common with humanity. The Stroyer’s folk are just people. It’s a relief after the profoundly alien culture of the Avariccians.

      We do need earpieces to understand what they’re saying and communicate back to them; Nadia was kind enough to lend me one. I finger mine now absently, wondering what you would say if you saw me here, getting to know the locals, palling around with your fearless leader. Would you be jealous?

      “Did you like the museum?” Nadia asks. “I know it was geared toward, um, younger visitors.”

      “I appreciated that, actually,” I say. With all its brightly colored displays and interactive exhibits, the museum made it easy to learn about the history and engineering of Stroyer’s Axle.

      What most interested me was learning how integrated the wrist devices—what the museum called Compasses—are in the city’s culture. I don’t know how much about this you got the chance to learn before you died, but having a Compass implanted is a rite of passage for every teenager in Stroyer’s Axle. The people of the city are nomads, but they haven’t always been this way, and they don’t intend to stay this way either. People from Stroyer’s Axle have been visiting Earth in secret for years, since before I was born. They use Portsmouth to explore other worlds, too. They work to help the Trainers because they want to find a new home, one where they wouldn’t be constantly on the run from leviathans in the sea.

      Partway through our meal—the grasper is tender and delicious, though the sauce makes my eyes water—Nadia says, “Allard, I have a present for you.”

      She digs in her bag and brings out an object. I belatedly recognize it as a wrist device, unimplanted. A Compass.

      “No thanks,” I say. “I appreciate it, but—I’m not sticking that thing in my wrist. This is my last Port journey… I’ve had enough of the damn things for one lifetime. All I want to do is figure out how to get justice for Hannah.”

      “Oh…” says Nadia softly. “I think you want more than that. You don’t see yourself like I do. I see someone who did more than survive her adventures in Avariccia—she thrived. Have you ever considered the fact you’re more yourself in other worlds than our homeworld?”

      “That’s… fucking ridiculous,” I say. “I’m the most me on Earth.”

      “Chasing Hannah’s ghost. Yes, that may be who you think you are—the relentless investigator, the pursuer of revenge—but you are so much more than that, Divya. You’re an explorer. A traveler. Take today. You opened up in a way I haven’t seen before. You actually smiled, for one thing.”

      “I smile. I smile sometimes.”

      She places her hand over mine, and I don’t pull back. “You’re in your element right now. These journeys have changed you, but not into someone else; they’re changing you into the person you were meant to be. You draw strength from other worlds, don’t you? It’s a thrill you can feel—deep inside you.”

      “No,” I say. The denial comes out weak.

      “I’ve felt it too,” she whispers. “But you’re better than me. You’re a hero, Divya. And the multiverse needs heroes. It’s not just the people in my organization who are in danger. It’s everyone: the people here in Stroyer’s Axle, the Avariccians, the innocent folks in a hundred other worlds that connect to Portsmouth. Shaughnessy was only the beginning: the city council breeds killers.”

      “Keep all the Ports closed, then,” I say. “Destroy all records of where they are and how to access them. Take out all your Compasses. Isn’t that the way to keep the other worlds safe?”

      “The Council wants you to think that,” Nadia says. “That once all the Ports are closed, they’ll leave us in peace. But there’ll always be another Shaughnessy tempted to open one up for his own ends. Councilor Grieg is well on his way there—do you think he’ll stop at stolen wallpaper?”

      She sips her glass of coan. “And how about the FBI? I believe that Agent Jeong is a good man. But he can only hold off his superiors’ desire for power for so long.”

      I take my hand back. “Okay, I get it. There are a lot of power-crazed lunatics in play. That doesn’t mean I can stop them all, nor does it mean that I want to. I’m… I’m sorry, but I’m not a hero.”

      “Please,” she says. She pushes the Compass across the table to me. “Take this. It won’t be fully effective without implantation—you won’t feel Ports in your bones, like I and Sol and the rest of our members can—but you’ll still get certain benefits. You’ll be able to find me, wherever I am, in whichever world I am, just by asking the Compass. Same with Sol. And you may still experience very limited Port sensitivity by holding it.”

      Suspicion jumps into my mind immediately. “Will you be able to track me in return?”

      Nadia gives me a gentle look. “I can turn that feature off if you’d like.”

      “Turn it off. Turn off the ability to find you, too, if you want.”

      “No, I’ll only do the first part,” Nadia says, and fiddles with the Compass. “There. You remain undetectable, Detective.”

      “Okay,” I say, and I take the blasted little thing and slip it into my purse. “Um… thanks. I appreciate the trust you have in me. I’ll try not to lose it.”

      Nadia bites her lip. “You know, I’ve felt … close to you ever since we first met. First I thought it was because you were Hannah’s lover, and Hannah was dear to me. But—now I’m certain it’s something else.”

      “Um. Thanks.” I know my face is so red right now. “That’s … well …”

      “You have a light in you,” she goes on. “It makes other people seek you out… even if they’re not conscious of doing so. Detective Ulrich knew you were the person to go to when Milly Fragonard needed help. Sol would do anything for you. Even Ethan Jeong is, I believe, drawn to defy the FBI because of you. I could go on, but surely you know what I mean.”

      “First I’m a hero, now I have a light too?” I say, hiding my shaking hands under the table. “If you’re trying to get into my pants, Nadia, you’re way overdoing it.”

      Nadia laughs and cups my chin gently with her fingers. I don’t pull away. “I’m serious,” she says. “That light that you’re radiating, Divya—I want it inside me, too.”

      She leans forward and gives me a deep, full kiss on the lips.

      My senses explode with confusion and chaos and my heart’s thumping at a dangerous rate. Her lips are soft and her scent is surprisingly delicate for someone who could bench-press me. I open my mouth to hers and our tongues meet. Forgetting myself in the moment, I hungrily embrace her, until my consciousness finally intrudes and I pull away.

      “Wow,” I say, panting. “Whoa. I don’t think… this is a good idea. I’m sorry, Nadia.”

      She smiles. “I have no regrets. I’ve wanted to do that ever since I met you that day of the 3P protest. I… well.” She pauses. “Thank you.”

      “You’re—welcome?” I say, feeling extremely awkward. And extremely turned on. I bolt up from the table, distrusting myself. “Can we—can you get the check? I need, need to…”

      I flee the restaurant and fumble my way into the elevator. My head is spinning with otherworldly wine and doubts and fears and other… thoughts. I don’t date cultists. I have a strict policy.

      I don’t date—anyone. I haven’t, since you. I’ve had a couple of hookups, but that is in no wise the same thing as opening up to someone, someone who says …

      I have a light? I’m a hero?

      No. She’s trying to manipulate me. She won’t stop until I’m saluting the Bloody Swarm and paying thirty dollars a month to use the Tenacious Trainers elliptical. Hell of a recruitment tactic.

      God, she is gorgeous.

      The golden doors slide open. Still breathing hard, I hurry across the tiled lobby floor. It feels like everyone must be looking at me, and maybe they are. Out on the street, lively downtown activity surrounds me, and I think of Ulrich planting his feet to make the Market Street tourists go around him. Not my circus, not my monkeys…

      I lean against the cool steel of the building. A few minutes later, Nadia comes out and touches my shoulder. “Ready to go?”

      I nod.

      We return to the spherical temple dedicated to the Bloody Swarm. I chart a course across the sphere that will keep me well away from the creepy statue in the center. But I hear a muttering deep in my brain as I sail across the sphere:

      …swarm…

      I frown as I touch down. I think that was my own internal voice, but if it wasn’t, then was that the Hand? Don’t tell me it was jealous of me spending time in a water world?

      “Worry not, baby, you’re the only god for me,” I mutter to myself.

      Nadia looks up. “What was that?”

      Best not to tell her about the advanced alien intelligence riding shotgun in my consciousness. “Sorry, it was nothing.”

      Nadia and I go back through the Port and give each other a quick hug back on Earth before parting ways. I return to my apartment, attempting to focus on my rational brain rather than other parts of me that are clamoring for a little “me time” right now. Right as I’m starting to relax, I get a phone call from Agent Jeong.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” I say, “but can we make it quick? I’m head-swimmy tonight.”

      “I’ve got bad news,” he says. “I’ve got a reliable source in the Boston office. They have plans we need to worry about.”

      “Oh?”

      “Remember how I assured you that your doppelganger—”

      “Benazir.”

      “Fine, that Benazir was going to be okay down there? Safe? Well…” He clears his throat. “Looks like that’s no longer the case. Ivanov’s received approval from his boss—the Boston SAC—to perform a more invasive investigation into the nature of your twin.”

      I tense. “They’re going to cut her open.”

      “I guess they’ve run every test they can run while still keeping her alive and intact. There’s a demand for more information. From the higher echelons. They’re quite taken with what Benazir represents.”

      “As opposed to the person she actually is,” I say. “Well, fuck. You’ve got to stop them.”

      “I don’t have enough pull for that. I’m a couple of rungs too low, Allard.”

      “Then I will.”

      

      END OF BOOK 2
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