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      Kane peered from behind the crate, watching as Captain Bill, his first mate Carlton, and a group of crewmen stood at the bay door. The ramp was open. Kane could hear men moving around outside, shouting as they went.

      “We’re taking prisoners.”

      “Cover the ramp.”

      “Notify General Chesterfield.”

      Prisoners? Kane thought.

      He’d heard cannons lock and load from the other airship as they hailed Captain Bill one more time, threatening to blow them out of the sky. Bill conceded, landing the ship in the designated area. Kane could still smell the acrid stench of hot steel, burning rubber, and wood from the torched airfield, the smoke rushing in as Bill and Carlton opened the loading dock.

      They’d only been back in New Chicago for fifteen minutes. Kane grit his teeth.

      What a welcome.

      Tabitha moved behind him. She’d cast her own invisibility spell. He’d insisted. If something were to happen to him, she needed a chance to escape with their Grimoires.

      Four troops moved up the access ramp, their blunderbusses aimed. The crew raised their hands palms out, showing they were unarmed. Captain Bill kept his by his sides. He glared at the invaders, his large bushy eyebrows furrowed as he spoke.

      “Parlay, ground hounds,” he said.

      One of them aimed his blunderbuss in Bill’s face.

      “Fuck your parlay, asshole,” he said, his voice canned from inside the breathing gear. “You’re under arrest for trespassing over a no-fly zone and disobeying orders from air traffic control.”

      “I wasn’t aware a man could go to jail for that,” Bill said, not flinching at the large gun in his face. “And I don’t have to explain myself to you, boy. Get your commanding officer or let these witnesses see you deny a man his right to parlay.”

      The Special Forces soldier’s blank, goggled stare stayed fixed on Bill, his copperplate armor squeaking as he lowered the blunderbuss. He grunted, turned his head, and called out over his shoulder.

      “Get the General!”

      “Aye, Captain!” another soldier said behind him, nodding as he turned and ran back down the loading ramp.

      “Kane,” Tabitha whispered. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know,” Kane said. “Keep quiet.”

      He heard Tabitha sniff behind him, her low sobs indicating that she was already in tears.

      “Not now,” he said. “Tabitha, keep it together.”

      She sniffed again. He felt her brush up against him, her hands on his arm.

      “Who is that?” she said.

      Kane saw the man march up the ramp. His brass armor shined as if brand new, not a scuff or scratch in sight. He wore breathing gear like the rest, but that was where the similarities ended. A long, red cloak hung down his back, and two leather straps held the holster for his long rifle on his back. He was tall; larger than Kane, possibly as large as Farnsworth had been. He towered over Captain Bill, looking down at him, his fists clenched as if he might grasp the man at any moment and end his life.

      “Stand down,” the general barked, his voice deep and hard, his tone angry. “I come at the parlay request of the captain. Who is he?”

      “Captain Bill, at your service, sir,” Bill said, nodding. “I’m to gather that you are General Chesterfield. What is the meaning of your men ordering me out of my sky? Boarding me? I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “You deliberately disobeyed flight orders from Special Forces air patrol,” Chesterfield said, stepping closer, looming over Bill. “You flew into a no-fly zone and did not deviate until told repeatedly to do so. Explain.”

      “We had a malfunction in the rudder,” Bill said. “My first mate can confirm.”

      Carlton stepped forward, offered Chesterfield a clipboard. Chesterfield looked at it, then up at the Special Forces Captain.

      “Captain Stark, confirm.”

      “Yessir.” The one he’d called Stark stepped forward, grabbed the clipboard from Carlton. “Damage report, sir. Rudder jammed. Logged time to fix it, crewman names on repair team. Report indicates a thrown gear.”

      Chesterfield looked back at Bill.

      “A thrown gear?” He clenched his fist harder as he moved his masked face closer to Bill’s, coming within an inch of touching his nose with the breathing hose. “You mean to tell me your men fixed a thrown gear in a matter of minutes?”

      Bill nodded.

      “I employ good men,” he said. “Only the very best follow me to serve at the mast.”

      The crewmen with Bill nodded, lowering their hands. Chesterfield looked at them, then back at Bill.

      “Then maybe we can do an exchange,” he said, standing tall again. “Once we verify your story, you can trade a few men to keep you all out of jail.”

      “My men are loyal to me,” Bill said. “But, if I tell them to join you, they’ll join you.”

      Chesterfield cocked his head, raising his hand as he spoke.

      “Who said anything about them joining me?”

      The six crewmen with Bill each jerked at once, all of them going instantly stiff as red mist seeped from every orifice. Kane’s eyes widened, his breath caught in his throat as he watched the mist flow into Chesterfield’s hand, his eyes glowing red through the black lenses on the breathing mask. Bill shouted as the men dropped dead. Carlton backed away, turned, vomited onto the deck as the men’s bodies decayed instantly.

      “Oh, Gods…” Tabitha breathed.

      Kane couldn’t respond, couldn’t take his eyes off Chesterfield as the man turned to Bill and stepped up to him. Bill kept his ground, his fists clenched by his sides as he looked Chesterfield in the face. Kane could see the sweat glistening on his brow.

      A Blood Priest. Another Blood Priest. Kane’s mind went into overdrive. How? When? It had all pointed to Sarah Broussard acting alone, being the only one working for the Oligarchy. She’d killed several people, had tried to kill Kane and his friends. How did the people not know that the most powerful private military force in the Northern Union was under the command of a Blood Priest?

      Chesterfield gave a short laugh as he held up his hand, red energy glowing in his palm.

      “Now that you’ve seen what makes the Special Forces truly special, I have to ask for your discretion in this matter.”

      Bill visibly swallowed, his jaw set as he kept his eyes locked on Chesterfield’s.

      “Understood,” he said. “I will order the remainder of my men to stand down and prepare for a full investigation of the damage report.”

      “No need,” Chesterfield said, waving Bill off. “I think I’ve made my point. Next time, I won’t think twice about who gets drained. Have I said anything confusing?”

      “No, General.”

      “Good. Now, where are the Magicians you’re hiding aboard this airship?”

      Kane stood as his hand found Tabitha’s.

      “Kane, we need to get out of here,” Tabitha said.

      “We can’t leave Bill,” Kane said, his other hand in his pocket, gripping the amulet, checking the heat. It was warm, but not enough to worry him. He only had one spell active. He made to cast another, stopped himself. Attacking the Special Forces would expose Bill, prove he was harboring fugitives. They would kill him, even if Kane was able to attack. Bullets were faster than spells.

      Shit.

      Kane closed his eyes, breathed out, looked at Bill and Carlton. Bill shook his head as he spoke.

      “I’ll say it again, General: I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. We barely escaped a Revolution attack on The Haven with our lives. Every one of the men you sent were killed trying to defend us. We barely escaped with our lives thanks to their sacrifice.”

      Lay it on thick, Bill, Kane thought.

      “Two Magicians are on the lam,” Chesterfield said. “It’s a national emergency. This isn’t over, Captain. If I find out you’re lying to me, I’ll make sure you see the same end your crewmen did today.”

      Chesterfield stepped back up to him again.

      “I’ve heard of you, Captain Bill. Your reputation precedes you. You were a highly decorated pilot in the Northern Union Military. Now you captain a transport ship. How the mighty do fall.” He leaned closer to the captain, towered over him. Bill stared back, his eyes hard as Chesterfield looked down at him. “You’re also known to harbor fugitives, transport undesirables from Hidden Valley into downtown. Shipyard rats and train yard scum that have no business anywhere near the inner city.”

      “I do what I’m contracted to do,” Bill said, keeping his tone steady. “At the moment, my job is to transport goods for New Chicago. I’m on the Oligarch payroll.”

      “Funny,” Chesterfield said, his tone terse and snakelike. “I happened to check the transport log before answering your pathetic parlay request. In fact, I found it more than amusing that this ship is not on any transit log or manifest.” Chesterfield pointed at Bill. Special Forces soldiers grabbed the captain, held him as Captain Stark brandished handcuffs. The two soldiers helped Stark put them on Bill and Carlton both.

      “What is this?!” he said, glaring at Chesterfield. “You have the reports! I didn’t do anything wrong!”

      “You’re lying to me,” Chesterfield said, his voice a growl. He looked over his shoulder. “These two are in our custody. There are more crewmen aboard this ship. Dispose of them.”

      “Sir!” Captain Stark motioned to another squad of troops who stormed up the ramp and into the bay. “We have two prisoners, men. The rest are not a concern. No survivors.”

      “No!” Bill shouted. “Leave them out of this!”

      Stark silenced him with a blow to the face, knocking him to the deck.  Bill kicked out as guns were pointed at him. Kane reacted, wiped the amulet and redrew his rune in a single motion. His invisibility spell was broken.

      “Aethereum Ignus!”

      The fireball was in Kane’s palm instantly. He swung, hurled it directly at the troops making their way to the bay door. It struck the closest one, sent him flying into the pack as the others turned at the sound of Kane’s voice. Kane looked at Carlton and Bill as Chesterfield stepped back, his attention now fully on Kane. Bill was thrown to the side. Carlton tackled a soldier next to him, was lifted and pinned to the wall.

      Kane shouted as he hurled another large fireball at Chesterfield. Chesterfield blew it out of the air with a counterblast. Kane’s hearing opened, the sound of guns being made ready, the sound of hammers being pulled back. Triggers pulled.

      “Ethereal Clypeus!”

      The rounds smacked against the invisible shield, falling away harmlessly as Tabitha appeared next to Kane, her invisibility also gone.

      “Draugalega Frosti!”

      She hurled a blast of ice at Captain Stark as he tried to shout orders. The ball caught him, covered his mask in ice. He staggered blindly as Chesterfield launched another blast of red mist at Kane. Kane sidestepped it, yanked Tabitha out of the way as the blast hit the crate, corroding it to dust. He countered with another explosive fireball. Chesterfield avoided, the ball going past him and smacking into the group of troops running up the ramp to join the fight. They scattered into the air, the one taking the hit going in all directions. Tabitha sent an ice spear at Chesterfield, but he smacked it out of the way and aimed a long tendril of red smoke at her. It hit Kane’s shield, the force making it shudder. Kane felt the strain as he held up his arm, fought to keep himself from being pushed back.

      “It won’t hold,” he shouted to Tabitha. “Get Bill and Carlton!”

      “I can only transport one at a time!” Tabitha said, firing another ice blast at a soldier coming at them from behind.

      Kane nodded.

      “Get Bill! I’ll tether Carlton! Go!”

      “Draugalega Ferðast!”

      Tabitha vanished. Kane saw a blue streak snatch Bill, take him in. Tabitha was back by his side in the same second, Bill with her trying to catch his breath from the shock. Tabitha froze the cuffs on his hands and smacked them with her fist, the frosted steel breaking easily.

      Chesterfield dropped the spell, looked at the spot where Bill had been, then back at Kane.

      “Ethereal Petulans!”

      The tendril of energy shot from Kane’s hand, wrapped around Carlton. Kane yanked, but Chesterfield clamped his hand around Carlton’s neck as the first mate went by, jerked him out of Kane’s grasp. The tether broke as Chesterfield lifted the kid into the air, red mist seeping from Carlton’s body, flowing into Chesterfield until Carlton was nothing more than a husk. He decayed into ash in front of them, black sifting through Chesterfield’s gloved fingers as the general breathed.

      “You belong to me, Magician.”

      Kane rushed him, slung a large fireball as he went. Chesterfield blasted it out of the air just before Kane collided with him. The man staggered but held as he gripped Kane by the shirt and backhanded him to the deck.

      “So you’re Kane Shepherd,” Chesterfield said. “The man who killed the Mors Rebrum. Pathetic. Gentry gives you much more credit than you deserve. I’m not going to waste my power on you.” Kane managed to get on all fours, heaved from the boot to his stomach. He fell over as another kick landed against his ribs. He saw Tabitha watching, her face tear-streaked. He shook his head.

      Don’t.

      “Draugalega Sprengia!”

      A wave of cold blew out from Tabitha in all directions, sent debris, crates, and bodies flying. Chesterfield flew back as Kane was lifted off the floor and sent airborne. He hit the wall, went down. He got to his feet, braced against the wall as Chesterfield went sailing outside, down the ramp and into the yard.

      Now was the chance.

      Kane hurried to Tabitha, shouting as he went.

      “Get us out of here!”

      “I can’t!” Tabitha said. “One at a time!”

      “Get out of here,” Bill said. “Both of you. Go, now!”

      Kane looked at him.

      “Don’t argue,” Bill snapped. “No time! Get out of here!”

      Tabitha grabbed his arm as she called out her travel spell. The world shifted, blurred, went ice cold as they shot through the air. Kane heard Bill give a shout, the sound fading away as fast as it had sounded.

      The grated decking came fast and hard. Kane rolled, crashed into a wall as Tabitha rolled into him. He helped her off of him, got to his feet as he stood and looked around.

      “It was the only place I could think of in a pinch,” Tabitha said as she picked up the satchel with their spell books and slung it over her shoulder. Kane moved to the handrail on the observation deck of the communications tower. He looked out over the shipyard, the Special Forces gunner on the ground next to Bill’s ship catching his eye first. Kane looked out past the two ships, saw the blackened wasteland with fires scattered about. He looked up, the Battle Cruiser hovering over them. He heard another set of turbines mix in with the low roar coming from the cruiser as the gunner begin to lift off.

      Kane focused on the ships below, opened his hearing just as Chesterfield’s canned voice barked an order.

      “Finish it. A ship without a crew or captain isn’t worth keeping.”

      “Aye, sir. Fire when ready!”

      The gunner cannons fired, cannon balls smacking into Bill’s ship, pummeling the hull. Fire erupted from the holes, the acrid stench of smoke thick in the air. The ship exploded. Debris rained down as the gunner lifted up and docked with the cruiser. Kane focused on the gunner. Chesterfield’s voice came as clear as if he were standing on the platform next to him.

      “You are hereby stripped of your status and rank, Captain Bill.”

      “This isn’t over,” Bill said. “The Revolution won’t stop until the Oligarchy is overthrown. The government belongs to the People, not the wealthy. Not the corrupt.”

      Chesterfield laughed. “The Revolution has been decimated.”

      “Not while people are still willing to fight.”

      “You have information.”

      “None that I’m willing to share.”

      “We’ll see about that. Enjoy your life in prison.”

      Kane felt a hand on his shoulder as he reined his hearing in. He looked over to Tabitha.

      “We gotta go,” he said to her, shaking his head. “Before we get caught. Take us somewhere safe.”
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        * * *

      

      The inside of the office was musty and dark, papers and debris scattered around as if the place had been ransacked. Chairs in the lobby were overturned, and the doctor’s desk was a cluttered mess of paperwork, cigarette papers, tobacco, and an ashtray that probably hadn’t been emptied in a year.

      Alastair Jones hadn’t been known for his housekeeping.

      Tabitha sat down in the doctor’s chair, looking around.

      “Wow, this thing is comfy,” she said. “I never thought I’d be able to sit in Jones’s chair!”

      “Not while he was alive,” Kane said, looking around. He felt a small pain in his chest, seeing the inside of Jones’s office again bringing back memories of his conversations with the fellow Magician. Most of them consisted of Jones grouching at him and eventually kicking him out. Jones had been coarse, his bedside manner akin to a grizzly bear. But he’d been noble, brave, and a true friend. Kane had revered the doctor as a best friend, a brother.

      A father figure.

      The memory played in his mind again. Jones healing him, telling him to quit whining. Barking orders that they needed to get their asses aboard the Jezebel. Gentry’s sickening purr. A round chambered. Tabitha screaming as Jones went down, his head blown open, his blood spattered on Kane’s face. It was so long ago. Jones had helped him defeat the Mors Rebrum. And he’d paid with his life. Kane lived, and Jones burned with the shipyard.

      Gone.

      “I miss him, too,” Tabitha said.

      Kane shook his head, looked at her.

      “What?”

      “I said I miss him, too.” Tabitha gave him a small, sad smile. “I know that look. I don’t like that look. Stop it. You couldn’t have saved him.”

      Kane grunted, looking out from the office door, through the window in the lobby as a large searchlight shone down from above, panning around the area. A police patrol ship. Not something he’d particularly missed during his stint in the South.

      Another memory flashed in his mind. Anderson laying against a wall, a harpoon through her chest. Her last words spoken around the blood pooling in her mouth.

      You made the right choice.

      “Seems like I can’t save anyone,” Kane said, turning away from the door and walking over to the desk. “Why’d you bring us here?”

      Tabitha grinned.

      “Jones’s Grimoire, silly!”

      Kane raised an eyebrow.

      “Jones is dead, Tabitha. How is his Grimoire going to do us any good?”

      She shrugged.

      “I dunno,” she said. “But I do know that we keep learning new things about ourselves and our power. Casting without amulets, inventing spells and stuff. Maybe we can learn something from him?”

      Kane rubbed his face.

      “Tabitha, I doubt it’ll help,” he said. “Jones is gone. His book is a fucking paperweight.”

      A loud thump sounded from the file cabinet in the back corner of the office. Kane blinked at the sound, went over to the file cabinet as Tabitha stood.

      “What was that?”

      “Stay back,” Kane said, drawing his rune on his amulet and conjuring a fireball. “We don’t know who’s been here since Jones died.”

      He heard Tabitha conjure an ice spear. He looked at her, nodded, and opened the file drawer.

      An old book sat in the bottom, the cover made of leather and etched with drawings and symbols. Kane extinguished the fireball, picked up the book, and opened it. The handwriting was legible, though Kane didn’t understand Portuguese. He leafed through, saw symbols and charts drawn out, some of them marked up with notes and lines pointing to different points as if to indicate a more specific direction to the incantation. He skipped to the second half of the book, recognizing Jones’s handwriting instantly.

      Jones’s Grimoire. Kane thought back to the time when he’d jokingly wondered if calling the book a “fucking paperweight” would’ve summoned it and chuckled.

      What are the odds?

      A Magician’s Grimoire was his source, his lifeline to his power. Entrusting access to another Magician outside of the family took blind trust and faith in that person. It was kinsmanship, an acknowledgement of brotherhood.

      “Aw,” Tabitha said from behind him. “Jonesy trusted you with his Grimoire! How sweet of him! I knew he was just a big grouchy sweetheart!”

      Kane leafed through the pages, saw post-mortem photos of Jones’s family members.

      “I don’t know what could help us here,” Kane said. “We’ll need to decipher it. Right now, we just need to keep our heads down until we can figure out what’s been going on here while we’ve been away.”

      “I’d rather keep our heads down at my apartment,” Tabitha said. “I’m sure my appliances miss me.”

      Kane ignored Tabitha’s comment and kept looking through Jones’s book. Chesterfield seemed meticulous, thorough. Educated on his marks. He was after Kane and Tabitha. It made sense that he might pay Jones’s office and Tabitha’s apartment a visit looking for their Grimoires.

      Kane closed the book and looked at her.

      “That’ll be the first place they look,” he said. “This place will likely be second. We can’t go there, but we can’t stay here, either.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      Kane searched his mind, tried to think of a place. His first thought was Antonia Boudreaux. Madam Boudreaux’s was the brothel in Hidden Valley, but it also served as a haven for lost girls. Antonia didn’t ask them to work unless they planned on staying there permanently, and even then it had to be the girl’s decision to work at all. She was a formidable woman, fearsome and motherly. Even the police didn’t dare mess with the wrath of Antonia Boudreaux.

      Until the night they stormed her house looking for Kane and Tabitha. That was the night Richard, a Shadow Wraith, shot Kane through the door with a blood-covered bullet, cursed him with the Wendigo. Kane wondered if that night had made them brave, given them the invitation to hassle Antonia more regularly. The prostitute network was an important information highway for the Revolution.

      There was only one way to find out.
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        * * *

      

      Antonia Boudreaux’s home was an old Victorian house that stood between two office buildings in Hidden Valley. The offices had been abandoned years ago as things declined, though Hidden Valley still remained the most populated of the communities in Hell’s Kitchen. Her home was a beacon in the neighborhood: the small yard neat and clean, the front porch perfectly swept, the cushions on the wooden rockers always washed and clean. The porch swing sat empty, a telltale sign that dawn was coming.

      Kane knocked on the door and waited. He knocked again. Under normal circumstances, he would be hesitant to wake Antonia. She had strict rules about what times were appropriate for gentlemen callers to knock on her door. The earliest hours of the morning didn’t fall into her ideal timeframe, and she’d walloped more than a few men who’d been foolish enough to test the waters. Word traveled fast and well in Hidden Valley: mind your time. If you have to ask what time is appropriate, best not darken Antonia’s doorstep.

      Sandra opened the front door. She wore a green silk robe over her nightgown, the color making her red hair stand out more. She was Antonia’s assistant, and took care of things when Antonia was unavailable. She’d unwittingly helped introduce Kane to the Mors Rebrum while he investigated the Blood Priest murders. She looked at Kane, her scowl quickly turning into a look of surprise and delight as she opened the screen door and rushed him, wrapping her arms around him in an embrace.

      “Oh, God!” she breathed. “Kane!”

      “Hi, Sandra,” Kane said, gently pulling away. She touched his face, her eyes filling with tears.

      “I thought I’d never see you again.”

      Tabitha cleared her throat. Sandra looked at her, the scowl returning.

      “Hi,” Tabitha said, cheerily. “Good to see you, Sandra! Can we come in?”

      “Tabitha,” Sandra said, her acknowledgement sounding far less enthused. She looked at Kane. “Come in. Both of you. We don’t need the police seeing you here.”

      “Is Antonia awake?”

      “No,” Sandra said. “But she can be in a minute. She’ll want to see you, Kane. She’s been expecting you.”

      Kane raised an eyebrow.

      “Since when?”

      Sandra looked at him, stepping aside and motioning for him and Tabitha to go inside.

      “Ever since her daughter died.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Kane and Tabitha sat on the couch in the parlor. The fire in the fireplace had gone to embers, the room warm by comparison to the cool air outside. Gaslit sconces burned low on the walls, the room dark as if cold was trying to fight back the warmth of the fireplace. Having just left the muggy and humid swamplands of the South, the North now seemed more frigid to him. He’d only managed to put his tattered, bloodied shirt back on while on Bill’s airship. His trench coat was long gone.

      He’d at least managed to save his Stetson hat.

      Tabitha’s hand moved close to his, onto his, her fingers interlacing with his as she whispered, “This makes me nervous.”

      “Why?” Kane asked. “It’s Antonia.”

      “I know,” said Tabitha. “I also know that she’s not going to be happy about being woken up at this hour. I know I wouldn’t be.”

      “She’s probably also not real happy about her daughter being dead.”

      “Thanks, Kane. You really know how to make it all better.”

      “Would you rather have waited until the sun came up? Maybe walk around in broad daylight?”

      She looked at him.

      “We could us our invisibility spells, Kane. You’re being silly.”

      “They know we’re back,” Kane said. “Likely, they’ll be using Seekers. We’d be screwing ourselves.”

      Kane looked toward the main foyer where the staircase came to an end as he heard Antonia’s signature grunt accompany her footfalls on the carpeted stairs. He couldn’t lie; he was more nervous than Tabitha for completely different reasons.

      General Regina Boudreaux Anderson had been the leader of the Revolution. She’d taken Kane and Tabitha to Charleston, South Carolina in hopes that they would join the fight and, by using their magic, make it easier to combat the Special Forces garrisons that followed them. Unfortunately, New Chicago Police Commissioner William Gentry had also followed them. He’d killed Anderson in cold blood.

      And it was Kane’s fault.

      Tabitha was dying. He’d been given an impossible choice: pick a life to trade for hers, or watch her die. Wilhelmina, the Marsh Witch, granted Tabitha her life back after her spirits read Kane’s thoughts. He couldn’t lose Tabitha. He kept telling himself over and over again, just as Anderson had told him with her dying breath, that he’d made the right choice.

      Now he had to face the wrath of her mother.

      Antonia entered the parlor and Kane stood, remembering his manners.

      The large black woman stood in the doorway, her arms crossed in front of her. She wore her typical garb: a brown skirt and white blouse with long sleeves. A white apron covered her front, and her hair was tied back in a fierce bun. She glared at Kane as she walked in. Kane went still, and Tabitha hid behind him with a small whimper as Antonia stepped up to Kane, looking up at him. She was shorter than him by at least a foot.

      Kane knew her height didn’t do much to hide her ferocity.

      “Hello, Antonia,” he said. “How—”

      The loud slap across his face cut him off mid-sentence. His jaw slackened as his head whipped to the side, his cheek stinging from the hit. Tabitha yelped and backed away as Antonia stepped even closer to Kane.

      “You gotta lot of nerve comin’ here after what the hell I’ve been through,” Antonia snapped. “Gonna come up in my house at this hour like you ain’t been gone without a word! Not even have the common courtesy to let me know ahead of time so I can clean! I question Lieutenant Danwood’s upbringin’, but I know yo’ mama raised you better.” She stared at him, her jaw set. Kane rubbed the side of his face where she’d walloped him. Before he knew what happened, Antonia was on him in a hard, motherly hug. She pulled away, grinning as she gripped his shoulders and squeezed.

      “It’s so good to see my babies!” she said, pinching Kane’s cheek before she moved to Tabitha and hugged her. “Ooh, girl, let me get a look at you! Oh, you still so pretty! Both of you need a bath. What the hell happened to you?”

      “Antonia,” Kane said, taking a slight step back in case Antonia decided he needed another slap. “How did you know we were here?”

      Antonia spoke over her shoulder as she faced Tabitha.

      “Oh, honey, I was already stirrin’. Gotta get breakfast goin’ for my girls and a couple of clients.” She eyed Tabitha as Kane shook his head. “Girl! You got that glow! He done finally come around?”

      Tabitha grinned, her eyes wide and excited as she nodded eagerly.

      “We had sex!”

      Kane buried face in his palm.

      “Oh, my God,” he muttered.

      Antonia clapped her hands.

      “It’s about time! He’s a fine catch! Little dense, but they all are.”

      “I’m still in the room,” Kane said, pulling his hand away and raising his eyebrow.

      Antonia looked over her shoulder.

      “Hush, Kane,” she said. “Women-folk talkin’.”

      Kane cleared his throat.

      “Antonia, I’m not trying to be rude, but we’re on borrowed time. We’re—”

      “Fugitives,” Antonia said, turning to him. “You think I don’t already know that, Kane Shepherd? You two have been in the papers ever since you left.” She put her hands on her hips. “We got a lot to talk about, Kane. All three of us. She need to know, too.”

      Kane nodded.

      “Then let’s get right to it,” he said. “What happened here, Antonia? What’s going on?”

      Antonia’s smile faded as she spoke.

      “You done missed it all, Kane,” she said. “Ain’t no mystery as to where it started or what started it, but trust and believe that Hidden Valley, hell all of New Chicago seen better days.”
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        * * *

      

      Above all else, Kane wished he could’ve been surprised that things in Hidden Valley had gone from bad to worse.

      Kane and Tabitha sat on the couch while Antonia filled them in on the current events in New Chicago. Their escape from the shipyard weeks ago when they’d fled South had caused a massive ripple in the city, starting with mandatory Special Forces surveillance in every shipyard. Battle Cruisers hovering overhead while yard workers toiled away at their daily and nightly tasks were now the norm, and gunnery ships joined the police patrol ships that lumbered through the city, watching the streets below. The police interrogated everyone in Hidden Valley. Raids were carried out at random, homes targeted for no apparent reason.

      Corporations had also joined in on the fun. Laborers and low-tier employees were subject to pay cuts and layoffs while top-level board members and chairmen—the Oligarchs—saw gigantic pay raises. Now that Thomas Frostmeyer, the wealthiest of all the Oligarchs in the Northern Union, was President, he had the ability to help them  avoid pesky little things like taxes and investigations into fraud on an even larger scale. Burden shifted to the lower classes, and Hidden Valley was just one of several low-income communities being crushed under the boot of the wealthy.

      To add to the excitement, anyone accused of magic use, regardless of proof, could now be killed on the spot. By anyone. In the weeks that Kane and Tabitha had been in the South, the number of murders in the Northern Union was staggering. It was a part of daily life in to go outside and find a body bleeding into a street drain.

      Kane stared into the fireplace, his mind spinning. What could he have done if he hadn’t left? His friends would still be dead, maybe even more of them, and Frostmeyer would still be President.

      And Gentry would still be a Magician working on the Oligarch payroll alongside a Blood Priest responsible for the operation of the Special Forces.

      “Wow,” Tabitha said, shifting on the couch. “That’s awful. Is Ralphie’s still open?”

      “Yeah, he is,” Antonia said. “I don’t know how long, though. He likes to keep his head down. Me, I ain’t got nothin’ they want anymore. The prostitute network is shut down. After the murders and everything that’s happened, girls is keepin’ they mouths shut. They don’t even pull shifts between my place and the Mermaid anymore. They go to work, do their shift, and be done with it. Men tell them something, they just let it go.” She sat back in her chair, stared into the fireplace as if lost in thought.

      “Antonia,” Kane said, sitting forward on the couch. It was time to clear the air. “We need to talk.”

      “I know about my daughter, Kane,” she said, not looking at him. He saw a single tear run down her cheek as she spoke. “Jimmy Catch sent word after you left his place. I’ve already mourned. Already done screamed to God and gnashed my teeth.” She pulled a handkerchief from her apron pocket and wiped her eyes. “She believed in you, in the Revolution, and she was a smart woman. A fine woman. Every bit of fire her mama is.” Antonia chuckled. “Probably why we didn’t get along.”

      “I’m sorry, Antonia,” Kane said, his voice low. “I’m so sorry.”

      Antonia shook her head.

      “Don’t be,” she said. “But she’s gone now, and you two ain’t done with what you got to do.”

      “What do you mean?” Kane said.

      Antonia shook her head.

      “You were part of the Revolution,” she said. “Everyone knows what happened in that shipyard when you ran off and poor Alastair Jones went got himself shot. And Jimmy Catch sent word about what happened in the South just yesterday. Both at his place and Charleston.” She leaned forward, eyeing Kane. “That man—Commissioner Gentry—he’s obsessed with you. And everyone knows it. And with him bein’ a Magician, there’s no tellin’ what he can do to get his hands on you.”

      “So you know about him?”

      Antonia shrugged.

      “Been known. Figured it, really. Can’t tell nobody, though. No one to tell, and too much risk of bringin’ more trouble to my house than I already done had.” Antonia sat back in her chair, her eyes still on Kane. “He ordered Charleston burned. He sent the Special Forces after you. That bastard killed my baby. But I know you, Kane. I know you take responsibility for things ain’t your fault. Let it go. You didn’t kill my baby. That snake in the grass did it.”

      Kane felt guilty for the relief that Antonia’s words gave him. He still felt that he’d put Anderson in harm’s way, even though she’d done so herself. Anderson had been a bullheaded woman, strong-willed and fierce like her mother. Even if Kane hadn’t been forced to make the decision, been tricked by the Spirits Wilhelmina followed so fanatically, Anderson likely would’ve still gone for Gentry. Kane couldn’t stop thinking that he could’ve done something to save her. The real truth was that Gentry was powerful. Maybe even more powerful than Jonesy had been. A Magician’s power grew with age. Jones had been more powerful than Kane, though Kane was no slouch.

      Then again, Jones had revealed that he was far older than Kane had realized. It begged the question: did Magicians age slower?

      Kane looked at Antonia sighed.

      “Now what?”

      Antonia shrugged again.

      “That’s up to you. You got choices, Kane. Make ‘em.”

      “Frostmeyer is the head of the snake, here,” Kane said. “What happened? How did he become President?”

      “Happened overnight,” Antonia said. She grunted. “Damned snake ain’t a lie. No election, no nothin’. We woke up one mornin’, and that no-good sonofabitch was President. Probably paid a lot of money for it. Probably not. Could’ve been just put there by the other money-men runnin’ things.”

      Kane shook his head.

      “So much for Democracy,” he said.

      Antonia nodded.

      “There’s supposed to be a conference in a few days,” she said. “Frostmeyer plans to talk to the public. Some big news he’s got.” She eyed Kane again. “But it’s gonna be bad, Kane. For the people. For the city. People here are tired. They’re makin’ noise. They’re plannin’ to protest. Make a lot of noise. Especially with what happened yesterday at the shipyards.”

      Kane leaned forward again, the memory of Bill’s ship flying in over the scorched earth that’d once been a thriving shipyard playing in his mind.

      “What happened?”

      “I only saw shadows,” Tabitha said.

      “Yeah,” Kane said, looking at her, then back at Antonia. “Tabitha had a vision and said something about two hundred men and fire. I’m guessing there was an incident that ended that shipyard up like Charleston?”

      “Revolt,” Antonia said. “Rebellion, plain and simple. Men got tired of being hammered, got tired of the Special Forces bein’ there and hasslin’ them. We’re already oppressed here in Hidden Valley. Can’t afford to eat, can’t afford bills, nothin’. A group of labor-boys got together last night, rallied the rest. Took out a few of the Special Forces troops, went after the yard bosses. The police got called. Next thing they knew, one of them Battle Cruisers came through and rained fire down on the yard. No one survived. Not one worker, not one member of the Special Forces, nobody. If they were on the ground, they burned in Hellfire.”

      “Christ,” Kane breathed after a brief pause. He needed a second. The Special Forces had eradicated a yard, killed two hundred men, even a group of their own. All to stop any form of uprising. The insanity boggled him, knocked the wind out of him. So much life lost, all for the sake of maintaining control over the people. But, above all else, the most bothersome fact wasn’t the depravity of the Oligarchy and their private army. It wasn’t the horror of their reaction to a small group making noise.

      It was the fact that none of it surprised him.

      “You two need rest,” Antonia said, standing. “Y’all done heard a lot to night. Lot to take in. Take that room y’all was in last time you was here. Door’s fixed up. And Kane, don’t you go bleedin’ on my carpet again.” Kane stood as Antonia approached him. She hugged him, then did the same to Tabitha. “So glad to have my babies back.” She looked at Kane. “People look up to you. Look at you as a leader. And I know you’ve never wanted that. Better suck it up. Better take that responsibility. Or you gonna watch everyone die. Them gloves is off. It’s not quiet anymore. This is war.”
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        * * *

      

      The bed was soft, the sheets freshly laundered and the pillows perfectly stuffed with feathers. They bathed quickly, both longing to get into bed, both commenting on how tired they were.

      It was the first time since Charleston they’d been in an actual bed, and the first time they’d been somewhere both of them felt relatively safe.

      Even though Kane knew that the safety was fleeting.

      Kane had never seen Antonia shaken, unnerved. Unsure. She was too mighty a woman, too formidable. But being who she was, she was now a target. All someone had to do was accuse her, or anyone that made noise, of being a Magician.

      Open season on Magicians in New Chicago. Again, Kane found himself not even remotely surprised.

      Disgusted was probably a better word.

      Tabitha was fast asleep by the time Kane got out of the tub and dried off. He’d changed into a fresh shirt Antonia happened to have in the closet. She always kept a fresh set of men’s clothing in each room as a courtesy. One never knew if one’s shirt might get ripped or stained in the heat of passion. And she believed that a man should always leave the way he came in: clean and kept. It was the sign of a gentleman.

      Kane sighed as he lay down next to Tabitha. She didn’t move, didn’t change the pace of her slow breathing. She was out cold.

      He closed his eyes, tried to let himself drift off, but his mind was loud, still processing everything Antonia had told them earlier. Going over the events in Charleston a hundred times, trying to find a way he could’ve saved his friends. Anderson. Farnsworth. Wilson. All of them dead. All because of him. They’d died making sure that he and Tabitha lived. Antonia was wrong. The Revolution was done. It didn’t exist anymore. But they still fought. The attack at Jimmy Catch’s plantation, the Haven, was for no other reason than to make sure that he and Tabitha escaped and got back to the North. Farnsworth, Wilson, and Benson died to ensure that Kane and Tabitha lived.

      Kane rolled onto his side, staring off into the dark room. There you go again, Shepherd, he thought to himself. Trying to make sense of the senseless.

      A shout echoed up from the street. Kane sat straight up, looked toward the window. Tabitha stirred, opened her eyes.

      “Wha—” she said, still groggy.

      Kane shushed her, cutting her off. Another shout. Someone talking. Someone else responding.

      Begging.

      Kane tuned his hearing, activated his amulet and cast his sight spell as he got out of bed and went to the window. The street lamps glowed low, the light barely enough to see a homeless man backing away from a figure in the shadows, his too-many clothes torn and dirty. Kane’s vision went to Ethereal just as the gun report echoed in the street, the sound loud in Kane’s ears as Tabitha moved up beside him. The homeless man fell backwards, his head laying in a pool of blood and surrounded by bits of skull and brain matter. Tabitha turned away, buried her face in Kane’s chest. Kane tried to focus on the gunman, but the figure had vanished. Only his aura lingered as a police searchlight shone down on the area. The dead homeless man’s body was well within the light. Kane waited, held his breath as the searchlight lingered.

      It finally moved away as the police patrol ship continued its search over Hidden Valley.

      Nothing. They’d done nothing. A man lay dead in the street, murdered, and the police had done nothing.

      “Don’t matter who you are anymore,” Antonia had said. “Don’t even have to be a cop. Don’t even have to have proof. You accuse someone of bein’ a Magician, you can kill ‘em dead. That old law got reworked the day Frostmeyer sat his ass in the President’s seat.”

      Tabitha wept into Kane’s chest. He wiped his amulet clean, killing his sight spell, and put his arm around her.

      “We could’ve helped him,” she said through her sobbing. “We…we could’ve stopped it.”

      Kane pulled her away, looked into her eyes.

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this,” Kane said. “But no, we couldn’t have. There was nothing we could’ve done. Not without risking ourselves, Antonia, everyone.”

      Tabitha looked at him, her face showing disbelief, anger, and sadness all at once.

      “Kane,” she whispered. “How…how could you?”

      “We’re fugitives,” Kane said. “If we’d have failed, if that gunman had gotten away, or if the wrong person saw us stop him, the Special Forces would burn Hidden Valley to the ground. We’ve got to play this smart.” Tabitha shook her head, more tears flowing down her cheeks.

      “Oh, Kane…”

      Kane put his hands on her shoulders.

      “Besides,” he said, looking deep into her eyes. “The gunman disappeared. He’s gone. It’s like he was never there. I saw the aura he left behind, but that’s it.”

      Tabitha wiped the tears off her face.

      “You don’t think it’s another magic user, do you?”

      Kane shook his head.

      “I don’t know. What I do know is that I have a lot more questions for Antonia now.”

      How many people had died? That was the first question he planned to ask Antonia. And was there another Magician in New Chicago besides the three he knew about?

      He wondered if the figure had been Gentry, himself. Highly unlikely. Gentry wasn’t one to get his hands dirty. Someone working for him?

      Or another wild card.

      Damn.

      Gentry would be at the police department later that day. The sun would be up in an hour or two. Kane could go there, confront him in his own office. Get answers. Kill him. End this.

      And then the Special Forces would step in. A Battle Cruiser would show up, hover over Hidden Valley, cast its shadow over the lower class. Hidden Valley would be bathed in fire and would meet the same end as Charleston. Thousands would die.

      Kane swallowed his fury, fought down the urge to punch walls, break things. It was an hour before he went to sleep, his dreams plagued with nightmares of being trapped in a room, forced to watch death all around him while he stood helpless and broken.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Twenty?!” Kane said, dropping his spoon into his cheese grits.

      Antonia stared at him from the other side of the table.

      “Kane, you been gone for weeks,” she said. “Don’t act so surprised that you don’t know what’s been goin’ on here.”

      Kane and Tabitha had come down for breakfast after a few more fleeting hours of sleep. Sandra had roused them to make sure they made it on time. Antonia didn’t mess around with the house schedule. Everyone downstairs for breakfast by seven. If you missed it, you didn’t eat until lunch. Antonia prepared the meals in the house, and kept her girls healthy on what she called “good, Southern homecookin’”. Kane and Tabitha came downstairs to be welcomed by the savory smell of breakfast. She’d set the table for six. A large plate of bacon sat on the table next to a basket full of biscuits covered by a cloth. Two serving bowls sat beside the biscuits, one full of scrambled eggs and the other full of grits with cheese stirred into them. Antonia made everyone wait until Kane and Tabitha were in the room. Six girls sat at the table, including Sandra. Each were dressed and clean, though no one wore evening attire. Antonia didn’t open for business until after five, so the girls were allowed to dress down for the day’s chores.

      “Kane and Tabitha, I done made your plates already,” Antonia had said. “We eatin’ outside. I know you got questions for me.”

      Kane overheard the girls at the table talking about the murder in the street last night as Antonia lead them out.

      “Miss Antonia found him! How awful!”

      “Another one. The police cleaned it up, kept it quiet.”

      “I didn’t even hear anything.

      “He got shot in the head.”

      Antonia turned to the girls, clearing her throat with a loud “a-hem!”

      All of the girls snapped to attention.

      “Now you all listen here,” she’d said, one hand on her hip, the other hand shaking a disapproving finger at the group. “I do not care that I’m dining on the porch with our guests. I ain’t gonna tolerate no talk of murder and ugliness at my table. You keep that talk outta my dining room. Y’all hear?”

      The girls spoke in unison. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good. You girls say the blessin’ and eat up. Got a lot of work today. House is a damn mess.”

      Kane and Tabitha looked at each other. The house looked spotless. Kane wagered he could probably eat his breakfast off the floor and not feel bad about it.

      Antonia led them to the porch. Her wicker table had been set already, their plates made. Each plate had a small bowl of white, homemade gravy next to it for the biscuits. Tabitha clapped her hands rapidly, grinning as she sat down at the table. Antonia poured three cups of coffee and sat.

      “Don’t ask me about my mornin’, Kane,” she said, motioning him to sit. “You already know how my mornin’s been. Gon’ find a dead body on the curb in front of my house. Hmph!”

      Kane sat as Antonia held her hands out. Kane dutifully took her hand, put his other hand in Tabitha’s. Tabitha looked at him, bewildered, but took Antonia’s other hand.

      Antonia closed her eyes and bowed her head.

      “Lord, bless this food to the nourishment of our bodies. In Jesus’s name we pray. A-men.”

      “Amen,” Kane echoed.

      Antonia opened one eye and peered at Tabitha.

      “You gonna praise Odin, girl?”

      Tabitha’s eyes widened.

      “Oh,” she said. “It’s a long prayer. I said it to myself. Let’s eat!”

      Antonia used her fork to cut her eggs, not looking up as she spoke to Kane.

      “Go ahead and ask me, Kane. I done already found a body and had to deal with the police showin’ up here. Again.”

      “I’d love to know how they cleared it so fast,” Kane said. “We only got back to sleep a few hours before sunrise.”

      “They move quick, these days,” Antonia said. “Quiet. Keep it all hushed. You ain’t gonna read about these murders in the paper. All but a few of the newsies don’t report much anymore. The ones that do get a nice piece of money from the Oligarchs to report only certain things. Guess what they ain’t gonna report? Ain’t nobody in New Chicago gonna know about a dead homeless black man in front of a whore house in Hidden Valley.”

      Kane glanced at Tabitha. She’d poured the gravy over her entire plate and was eating hungrily. He looked back at Antonia.

      “What did the police say?”

      “Nothing important. Nothin’ at all, really. Now we wait.” Antonia sighed. “With that press conference comin’ up, things will start getting even crazier. People are stirrin’ up. Lot of Revolution talk.”

      Something sounded off in the distance. Kane stopped eating, tuned his hearing in the direction of the noise. Clockworks, loud clops on the ground. Wheels turning.

      Shit.

      Kane pulled his hearing in and looked at Tabitha just as her eyes turned completely white. She was having a vision. She looked at Kane in panic.

      “Kane,” she said.

      He nodded.

      “I know.”

      Antonia looked from one to the other.

      “What are you two waitin’ on?” she snapped. “You had to know they’d be comin’. Inside! Now!”

      Kane dropped his fork, got to his feet as Tabitha’s eyes went back to normal. She got up as Antonia called for Sandra and another girl named Chloe to come outside and sit with her. Kane led Tabitha inside, through the foyer and up the stairs to the bedroom they’d shared the night before. Kane was about to turn the knob when another idea came to mind.

      “Tabitha,” he said, turning to her. “Can you take us across the street? That old house. The empty one that faces this place.”

      Tabitha squeezed his hand as she pulled her amulet out of her pocket and activated it.

      “Draugalega Ferðast!”

      Kane felt the chill from the cold wind only for a second before his eyes were adjusting to the dark, the dank air in the abandoned home thick and musty. He went to the front window, peered out through the cracks in the boards. The police coach pulled up to the curb in front of Antonia’s home, the clockwork horses stopping, steam belching from their noses. The carriage shook, the telltale grunt of someone large moving to get out, stepping down onto the sidewalk.

      “Aspectu aethereo.”

      Kane focused his enhanced vision, moved past the carriage, stopped just behind a large man in a trench coat, his hat rammed down on top of his thick head, tendrils of cigar smoke wafting from in front of him and trailing behind. Kane kept it steady as Lieutenant Charles Danwood grunted again, stopping at the foot of Antonia’s front steps. Two officers walked up behind him, stood on either side of him as if protecting him from attack.

      Knowing Antonia’s temper, he needed the backup.

      He nodded to Antonia, Sandra, and Chloe as the three looked up from their breakfast. Antonia scowled at the man.

      “Danwood,” Kane breathed. “Great.”

      “Why is he here?” Tabitha asked, her voice a whisper.

      “Standard procedure,” Kane said, not looking at her. “There was a murder. He has to talk to the person who found it. Even Danwood can’t get around that. Probably here for a follow-up interview.”

      “Morning, Boudreaux,” Danwood said, his graveled voice harsh in Kane’s enhanced hearing.

      Antonia sucked her teeth at him.

      “Can I help you, officer?”

      “It’s Lieutenant,” Danwood corrected. “And not likely. Just routine questioning. Considering you found a body in front of your place, I’m sure you’ve got lots to tell me.”

      Antonia took her napkin out of her lap and plopped it down on the table beside her plate. Sandra looked at her.

      “Should we go inside, Miss Antonia?”

      Antonia looked at her.

      “No,” she said. “I need witnesses.” She looked at Danwood. “Ask away, Lieutenant. It’s not like I’m trying to eat my breakfast with my girls or anything.”

      “We’ll start with whether or not you’ve heard anything about Kane Shepherd and Tabitha Drake coming back to New Chicago,” Danwood said.

      “Right to the point, the asshole,” Kane muttered.

      “What?” Tabitha said.

      Kane shook his head.

      “He’s already grilling Antonia about us. Let me listen.”

      Antonia glared at Danwood.

      “What in the hell does that have to do with the dead body in front of my house this morning?” she said. “You suspect two people ain’t been here in weeks? Makes about as much sense as giving you a badge.”

      “Watch it, Boudreaux,” Danwood said, pointing his cigar at her. “You’re already on thin ice.”

      “For what?”

      “You’re suspected of aiding Kane Shepherd and Tabitha Drake in their escape from police custody. So, if I were you, I’d keep that mouth of yours in check before you end of tripping over it.”

      Antonia stood, her hands on her hips as she glowered down at Danwood.

      “You gonna come to my house and talk to me like that?”

      “You’re goddamned right, I am,” Danwood said, pointing at her. “I know good and goddamned well you hear things on the street. Don’t even try to bullshit me.”

      “Don’t you dare cuss me, young man,” Antonia shot back. “I ain’t got time for that mess, and I don’t tolerate nobody disrespectin’ me or takin’ the Lord’s name in vain at my own house. My own daughter don’t talk to me like that! Who are you?”

      Danwood chuckled.

      “I know about your daughter, Boudreaux,” he said, taking a puff on his cigar. “Your late daughter.”

      Antonia went silent, standing tall, her face expressionless. Sandra stepped back as Chloe put her hands to her mouth, her eyes wide. Antonia made her way to the steps, taking them slowly as she approached Danwood. Even Kane braced for impact. The cut was low, even for Danwood.

      Antonia put her face inches from his.

      “I’m sure your mother is ashamed of you, Charles Danwood,” she said, her eyes locked on Danwood, wide with fury, her tone calm but sharp. “And if she is no longer with us, I pray that she don’t see the filth, and the lowlife that her little boy became. Because I am certain, with every fiber in my body, that that poor woman did not raise her baby boy into the man I see bringin’ a stink to my home. She ain’t do that. That’s money, did that. Now, I don’t know what you think I know, but I do know that the Revolution is done. And I do know that you gonna take your crooked ass off my lawn, and you ain’t comin’ back. Ain’t nobody on the force welcome here no more. And if they ask why, send ‘em here and I’ll tell ‘em.”

      Danwood grunted, took the cigar out of his mouth, dropped it on the ground at Antonia’s feet, and stamped it out.

      “This isn’t over,” he said, getting right back in her face.

      “Yes, it is,” Antonia said, not backing down.

      Danwood shook his head and turned away from her, motioning to the other two officers to follow him back to the police carriage. Antonia glared at him the entire way, not taking her eyes off the carriage until it took a corner and was gone. She spoke in a low voice.

      “Kane,” she said. “I know you can hear me. I probably just invited a raid on my house. Ain’t much time left. Krieg knows somethin’ about the murders. Go talk to him. And put your beef with him aside. It’ll make it easier.”

      Kane pulled his hearing back and wiped his amulet clean, killing his sight spell as he tuned to Tabitha.

      “That was close,” she said. She shuddered. “Gods, I hate that man.”

      Kane nodded, turned away from her as he went toward what used to be the kitchen in the old house.

      Krieg.

      “Krieg was also an asset,” Sarah, the Mors Rebrum, had said during her confession. “I would drain the girls, take their blood. Fuel my power while keeping the Oligarch intelligence quiet from the Revolution. Krieg would take them back to the morgue and erase the paper trail. His only real job for me, in particular, was making sure you stayed involved.”

      She’d told him that before trying to kill him. Before he’d killed her.

      Both Krieg and Marta betrayed him. Both were his allies in the police department. Honest, good people.

      Both had handed him to the Mors Rebrum.

      Marta had done it to protect her brother. Herself. Sarah Broussard had drained Marta to death, taken all of her blood, and thrown her body into the fire.

      But Krieg was still alive.

      And had answers.
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        * * *

      

      Kane figured he didn’t have any choice but to take Tabitha with him. Leaving her alone was too risky. The police would be looking around Hidden Valley in droves soon, and abandoned structures would be at the top of their lists.

      Not that Kane doubted that Tabitha could take care of herself if she managed to get caught. She’d proven herself time and time again. She was good in a fight. But a wrong move could start, open battle between her and the police, could prove deadly for both them and the people of Hidden Valley. Too much could happen in the crossfire, including a bullet meant for Tabitha finding its mark from a police marksman.

      Magicians were powerful. Formidable. Not bulletproof.

      The morgue was cold, dark and empty as Kane waited in the shadows, both he and Tabitha cloaked under his spell. A body lay on the slab, the man from Antonia’s. Krieg hadn’t started on him yet, hadn’t even gotten his clothing off. Kane stared at the corpse, his Ethereal Sight engaged as he tried to look for any distinguishing marks that might help him figure out why he’d been a target for the shooter in the street.

      No tattoos. No brands. A lot of bruising and scars. Life had beaten this man, and the fresh injuries indicated that his assailant also took a turn at him before putting a bullet in his brain. Had he been a soldier? No. He would at least have a tattoo of his garrison number on his bicep.

      “I don’t like this place, Kane,” Tabitha whispered. “It’s cold.”

      Kane raised an eyebrow as he spoke.

      “I thought you were cold-natured.”

      “Ha-ha,” she said, her tone sarcastic as she shoved his arm. “A morgue. I’ve been asking for Ralphie’s pancakes for weeks, and you bring me to a morgue. How romantic.”

      Kane kept studying the body.

      “How would I take you to breakfast without being noticed?” he asked.

      “You can trust Bette, silly,” Tabitha said. “She’s nice. And Ralphie always takes care of his regulars!”

      “And the cops who might happen through there?” Kane said. “Think they’d let us finish our food first, or just go ahead and shoot us on sight?” The police never frequented Ralphie’s in the past. As much as Ralphie didn’t like the officers of the NCPD in his diner, he probably didn’t have a choice since things had turned upside down in Hidden Valley.

      “You’re such a downer, Kane,” Tabitha said.

      “I’m realistic.”

      Kane heard a noise outside the morgue. Keys. Someone muttering. Tabitha began to speak, but he shushed her.

      “Visus Mortalis.”

      Kane’s vision went to normal, his amulet cooling slightly as the door to the office opened. Krieg stepped in, closing the door behind him as he began to remove his hat and long coat. He hung them on the peg next to the door and sighed as he went to the body Kane had been studying moments before.

      “Good morning, kind sir,” Krieg said to the dead man. “I do wish we could’ve met under better circumstances. Still, I promise to make your morning under my care as pleasant as possible. All things considered.”

      Kane’s anger rose as Krieg went about gathering his tools for the autopsy. Here was a man he had trusted, had believed was working with him. He suddenly didn’t care that Krieg had been a trustworthy, loyal friend once.

      Kane stepped out of the shadows, wiping his amulet clean, killing his cloaking spell. The spell peeled away like burning leaves from a tree as he came into view. Krieg turned just as Kane emerged from ash. The old man’s eyes widened, his mouth opening to speak as he backed into the table.

      Kane was on him, the doctor’s shirt bunched in his fist. Kane slung him around as he put his arm around the doctor in a headlock, his hand clamped over the man’s mouth. Krieg struggled, but Kane was too strong for him.

      “Nice to see you too, doc,” Kane said.

      “Kane! No!” Tabitha said behind him.

      He ignored her, growling into Krieg’s ear as he spoke.

      “Listen to me carefully. I’m going to let you go. We’re going to have a calm, rational conversation about what the fuck happened before I left New Chicago, and what’s been going on since. You yell, you call for anyone, if I hear anything outside that door that sounds like a cop, I’ll cook you like a fucking turkey and leave you to burn. You understand me, old man?”

      Krieg nodded, his eyes still wide and panicked. Kane nodded, released him, and stepped back just enough to give the man room, but still in reach if need be.

      “Kane,” Krieg said, looking at him in disbelief. “Dear God, it’s you.”

      “Yeah, it’s me,” Kane said, still glaring at Krieg. “The guy you fed to a crazy woman with a taste for blood.”

      “Listen to me, Kane,” Krieg said, holding his hand out as if keeping a tiger at bay. “I had no choice. You have to understand what kind of power Sarah Broussard wielded.”

      “I’m pretty Goddamned aware, Krieg,” Kane said, his fists clenched at his sides. “She killed a shitload of people. Including Marta.”

      Krieg slumped back against the table.

      “Dear Lord,” he said, shaking his head. “That poor girl. She vanished shortly after your display at Miss Drake’s execution. We’d all been wondering. A group of us have been searching for her ever since.” He looked at Kane. “Off the books, of course. Lieutenant Danwood and Commissioner Gentry have made it clear that the case is closed. Some of us didn’t want to give up hope.”

      “She’s gone,” Kane said, keeping his tone stern. “I’m here on business. First, what do you know about a soldier named Chesterfield? He’s with the Special Forces.”

      “I know he is an evil man,” Krieg said, Standing up straight. He moved carefully around to the other side of the table as he spoke. “Beyond that, I’m not aware that he’s anything more than the General of the Special Forces, though I do not doubt that he is on the Oligarch payroll.”

      “He’s a Blood Priest,” Kane said.

      Krieg’s eyes widened.

      “Oh my,” Krieg breathed. He took his glasses off and rubbed his eyes. “Oh, God, not another one.”

      “Tell me why you helped Sarah Broussard,” Kane said.

      Krieg looked at him.

      “She demonstrated her power on a rookie officer when she came to see me. Drained him until he crumbled to dust. She threatened to do the same to someone I care deeply about unless I did as she asked. I was simply to keep you informed, call you in to make sure you followed the case. I was to make sure you saw every victim, gave you every reason to search her out. All so she could gather information. Build a daily timeline on you, as it were.”

      Kane blinked.

      “She was hunting me,” he said. “Tried to kill me. And Tabitha. She succeeded with Marta.”

      “And my brother,” Tabitha said in a small voice behind Kane. Kane looked down, a pang of guilt in his chest.

      “And she would’ve killed Jones,” Krieg said, looking at Kane. “And me. And Antonia Boudreaux. And anyone else in your life. She was on a mission, Kane. Crazed. Obsessed. She didn’t want to kill you. She wanted to break you. Tear you down.”

      “She was working under Gentry,” Kane said.

      Krieg shook his head.

      “She was using him, dear boy.” Krieg put on his apron, a surgeon’s hat and gloves, and began to prep his tools as he spoke. “Now we have a new threat, and it seems that this man is hunting people and killing them with no real purpose in mind. At least not an obvious one.”

      “Just like that?” Kane said. “You expect me to jump on another case like nothing happened? I’m rogue, Krieg. I’m a fugitive.”

      Krieg looked up from his surgical tools.

      “And these murders are connected to something,” he said. “Something involving you. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been notified to involve you again should you return to Hidden Valley.” He looked away. “Despite our current differences.”

      Kane sighed. Krieg wasn’t a Magician. He wasn’t combat trained. He’d been helpless against Sarah. Kane couldn’t help thinking that she’d have Krieg drained within seconds he’d tried to escape.

      “We have a victim,” Krieg said, interrupting Kane’s thoughts. Nodded to the body. “Would you…be so kind?”

      Kane helped him sit the body up and pull off the dead man’s coat. Kane lay the body back down, watched as Krieg used a pair of scissors to cut open the man’s shirt. He pulled the fabric back. The man’s blank eyes stared at Kane, unseeing.

      “No identification,” Krieg said as he rummaged through the coat pockets. “As usual. Yet another John Doe.”

      “As usual? None of the bodies have been identified?” Kane asked.

      “Not one,” Krieg said. “No family or Next of Kin have come by to claim them. These people have simply disappeared.”

      “All homeless,” Kane said. He shook his head. “It makes sense. No one would miss them, so no one would bother investigating.”

      “Kane, that’s awful,” Tabitha said, admonishing him. “Someone cares about these people. They have to have somebody.”

      “I’m afraid Kane is being as kind as the situation allows, my dear,” Krieg said. “And, unfortunately, the reality tends to be a bit cruel. All of the men and women brought in here under the given circumstances have the same things in common: all presumably homeless, all unidentified. Each one was killed by a single shot to the forehead. The person committing these murders is killing them clean, quickly, and quietly. The gunshots rarely rouse anyone around.”

      “Heard the gun go off,” Kane said. “It had a weird sound. More like a thud than a blast.”

      “I didn’t hear it at all,” Tabitha said. “Kane was listening in with his hearing.”

      “It’s got to be some kind of device on the firearm,” Krieg said. He lifted the head on the body, looking at the large exit wound in the back of the skull. “The round went through. Damn.”

      “Why is that important?” Kane asked.

      Krieg let the head rest back down and looked up at him.

      “Were the round to have remained inside this poor man’s skull, I could extract it to examine any markings made by the gun, itself, to indicate how our friend is silencing the gunshot. It might at least lead us in the right direction of finding out who we’re dealing with.”

      “The bullet might be imbedded somewhere at Antonia’s house,” Kane said, looking at Tabitha. “He shot towards the house. I might be able to find it with my Sight.”

      “The impact into our friend’s skull would have slowed the velocity of the bullet,” Krieg said. “It would likely not be hard to collect once found.”

      Kane looked back at him and nodded.

      “I’ll get that bullet for you.” Kane turned and motioned to Tabitha to take his arm. “Get us out of here.”

      “Kane,” Krieg said. “For what it’s worth, I am sorry. I don’t ask you to trust me again. But I do ask that you know that I would not have helped her or betrayed you under any other circumstances.”

      Kane looked over his shoulder.

      “Who did she threaten?”

      Krieg sighed, looked down, then up at Kane, his steel-colored eyes hard as he spoke.

      “I have a granddaughter. She’s been in my care since the death of my daughter. She’s only ten.”

      Kane nodded, his stomach a knot. A child. Sarah had threatened a child.

      “Let’s go,” he said to Tabitha.
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      Kane reluctantly agreed to let Tabitha take him back to her place after their visit with Krieg. The building still stood, the exterior making it seem set apart from the raids Antonia described. Tabitha lived in a quieter part of Hidden Valley, so her building wasn’t likely to be on the Special Forces and police list of places to kick down during their war on the lower class.

      Her apartment spoke otherwise.

      “Odin’s…beard!” she cried as soon as they landed from the spell. She looked around the living room.

      The place had been ransacked. Her coffee table was overturned, the couch tossed and cut up. Her closets and pantry had been emptied into the floor, as had her cabinets and cupboards. Her countertops were smashed, the drawers in both the kitchen and her bedroom pulled completely out and dumped.

      Tabitha cried as she went to her knees in front of the couch. “Suzie,” she said. “Oh, Gods, they hurt her!”

      Kane blinked. He’d forgotten that Tabitha tended to treat inanimate objects as living things. He felt less exasperation toward her about it than before. She’d told him about how she’d lost her child years before they’d met. Jones would’ve explained that it was her reaction to being alone. A coping mechanism.

      “Tabitha,” he said, keeping his tone low and gentle. “I’m sorry, but we don’t have time for this.”

      She looked up at him, then back at the couch. She nodded and stood, wiping the tears away.

      “Right,” she said. She shook her arms, sighing loudly. “Focus. Right.”

      “Why’d you want to come here?”

      “I wanted to talk where we would be safe,” she said. “Alone.”

      Kane motioned to the window.

      “We could’ve gone to Jones’s.”

      “That place upsets me,” she said, looking at him. “It reminds me of him. I miss him. Even the way he used to curse at me.”

      Kane raised an eyebrow.

      “But…that…okay, and this is better?” He looked around the trashed apartment. “This place looks like a shithole.”

      Tabitha smiled at him.

      “Thanks, Kane,” she said. “I know you’re trying to cheer me up, but it’s just not the same.”

      Kane raised an eyebrow at her and shook his head.

      “We’ll need to get back to Antonia’s soon,” he said. “Preferably at night.”

      Tabitha looked at him.

      “I want to stay here,” she said. “Clean a little.”

      “I can’t let you do that,” Kane said. “I won’t leave you alone.”

      Tabitha smiled at him, stepping close to him and kissing him on the cheek.

      “You’re sweet to worry, Kane,” she said. “But I’m not leaving you a choice.”

      Kane’s ears perked as a shout rang out in the alleyway outside.

      He backed away from Tabitha and went to the window. The sun was still out, the alley filled with light and barely shadowed by the buildings as a man in a sport coat stumbled over some trash cans. Kane looked in the direction the man had come from and saw two police officers walking toward him.

      “Shit,” Kane muttered under his breath as Tabitha joined him at the window.

      “No,” the man said as he reached the fenced end of the alleyway. He turned and pressed his back to the fence as the two officers walked toward him.

      “I swear I saw this guy somewhere,” one said, smiling. “He fits a description.”

      “Of what?” said the other, feigning curiosity. He snapped his fingers in the air. “Oh, I got it! Kane Shepherd! That Magician that they’re looking for!”

      The man pulled his hat off. He was young, a kid. Maybe in his twenties. His eyes widened under his large, bushy eyebrows, his beard unkempt and knotted.

      “We gotta get down there,” Tabitha said. “Kane, they’re gonna hurt him!”

      “No,” Kane said. “They’re gonna kill him. And we can’t just warp down there. Using magic will draw attention. Make it worse.” Kane leaned closer to the window, looking the fire escape over. They weren’t that far up. He opened the window, climbed out onto the fire escape.

      The man held his hands up as one of the officers pulled his gun.

      “Is he casting?” the cop said.

      “Yup,” said the other. “In fact, I’m pretty sure he went for your gun.”

      “No! Wait!” the kid shouted, begging. He covered his head and shrank to the ground as if the effort might somehow save him from the inevitable bullet.

      This might hurt, Kane thought, looking down at the scene. Ah, fuck it.

      Kane hoisted himself over the railing, left nothing underneath him but air and the street below as he dropped down toward the cop with his gun aimed. The impact hurt, his legs and back jarring so hard he felt it in his neck, but the cop got it worse as he collapsed to the ground, screaming in pain, the gun going off and sending a stray bullet into a wall. Kane drove his fist into the man’s temple and put him to sleep instantly.

      “Freeze, asshole!” the other cop shouted, his revolver out instantly. Kane spun on him, swatted the gun away. He lunged at the officer, grabbed him by the uniform, slammed him into the opposite wall. The cop pushed off against Kane, swung at him. Kane deflected with his left hand, sent the cop over-leaning, and boxed his ear. The cop dropped to the ground like a sack of bricks, laying still, his eyes rolled back and a slight smile on his face.

      Kane stood back, looking from one knocked out cop to the other. He looked up as the kid stepped toward him a spoke with a long and exaggerated Southern drawl.

      “Thank you,” he said, still hunched over as if Kane might turn on him. “Thank you! They were gonna kill me!”

      Kane stood tall, looking down at the kid.

      “Why?”

      “They said I was a Magician,” the man said. “I’m no Magician. Hell, I can’t even pull off a card trick. Can’t throw no fireballs or nothin’.”

      Kane looked at him sidelong.

      “Cut the fake accent. Real Southerners don’t have to try so hard.”

      The kid gave his head a small shake as if Kane’d just slapped him.

      “Right,” he said, his Southern accent gone instantly. He stood up straight, still a head shorter than than Kane. “Sorry about that.”

      “What happened?”

      “Like I said: they were accusing me of being a Magician. Then they said I stole a newspaper. I’m a newsie. I work for the newspaper!” The kid paused. “Well, a newspaper. Really the only one people should be reading anymore.”

      Kane shook his head.

      “Get out of here,” Kane said. “This never happened.”

      The kid nodded, then pulled a notebook out of his pocket. Kane looked up and saw Tabitha looking down at him from the fire escape. Shit, he thought.

      “So can I ask you a few questions for The Rag?”

      Kane looked back at the kid.

      “No.”

      A low groan came from one of the officers. Kane looked down and saw the one he’d landed on roll over, wincing as he went. He stepped up to the man, a small mark on his hand catching his attention.

      The cop looked up at him and blinked.

      Kane balled his fist and drove it into the man’s temple. The cop slumped over, his eyes closed and his jaw slack.

      “Good night,” Kane muttered.

      “Damn!” the newsie said. “Got a name?”

      “Fuck off,” Kane said, standing back up. “And go. Away.” Kane turned away from him and walked toward the end of the alleyway.

      “You can’t save me from Danwood’s little personal goons and expect me to just walk off without a story.”

      Kane stopped in his tracks. He looked over his shoulder, then turned to the kid.

      “What did you say?”

      The newsie grinned at him.

      “Come back and give me a story, and I’ll tell you.”

      Kane clenched his jaw in anger. If nothing else, newsies were a persistent bunch. He walked back toward the newsie, this time coming closer, using his size to loom over the kid, try to shake him a little.

      “Start talking.”

      “After I get a name.”

      “Better idea: you tell me about Danwood’s thugs and what he’s up to, and I let you walk out of here on two legs that work.”

      The newsie’s eyes widened, and Kane heard an audible gulp come from the kid’s throat.

      “Danwood created a team shortly after the two Magicians he was after escaped New Chicago,” said the newsie. “Commissioner Gentry is obsessed with one of them. Kane Shepherd. Won’t stop at anything to get him. Calls them something, but I can’t remember exactly. But he did say they were Hunters.”

      Kane looked down at the man he’d just coldcocked. He knelt down and held up the unconscious man’s hand. The mark was small, tattooed. It was a symbol Kane didn’t recognize. Some kind of rune. It was a cross, but unlike the ones Kane knew. All four arms were the same length, each one ending in a small flare. He’d seen it somewhere before, but he couldn’t remember. Being raised and educated Catholic, he’d seen many different types of crosses in Catholic School, but the nuns had never elaborated on the different crosses from other sects of Christianity.

      “What’s this tattoo?” he asked the newsie.

      “A lot of the newer cops have it,” the kid replied. “Dunno what it means. The library in New Chicago is off limits to the press these days. Don’t know that they would have much, anyway. A lot of the archives have been tampered with. They’ve trashed a lot of information.”

      Kane stood back up and looked at the kid.

      “Got a name?”

      “Chris,” the kid said, holding out his hand. “Chris Jacobson of The Rag.”

      “What’s The Rag?” Kane asked, ignoring Chris’s outstretched hand.

      Chris nodded, pulled the hand back.

      “It’s an underground paper,” he said, his tone carrying some pride. “We report the truth about the Oligarchy, the police, and the Revolution. And we’ve been waiting for you. Kane Shepherd.”

      Kane was on him instantly, the kid’s shirt gnarled in his fists as Kane lifted him off his feet.

      “How the hell do you know who I am?” Kane growled in his face. “Start talking. Now.”

      “Put me down,” Chris said. “I’ll talk, just don’t hurt me!”

      Kane felt a cold hand on his shoulder. He looked and saw Tabitha standing beside him, the frost from her travel spell fading as she looked at him.

      “Kane, put him down,” she said. “He’s friendly!”

      “How do you know?” Kane said, looking back at Chris.

      Tabitha stepped closer to him, playfully slapped him on the arm.

      “Had a vision, silly,” she said. “We can trust him.” She looked at Chris, her eyes steel, her tone gentle and sweet as she put her face close to his. “And if we find out we can’t, I’ll turn you into a popsicle. Does that sound okay?”
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        * * *

      

      “Wow, they really did a number on this place,” Chris said, giving a low whistle as he looked around Tabitha’s apartment.

      Kane rolled his eyes as he grabbed the kid by the shoulder and moved him to the couch.

      “There you go,” he said, his voice rich with sarcasm as he pushed Chris down onto the couch. “Couple of throw pillows, a newsie that knows too much for his own good: what do you think, Tabitha?”

      Tabitha clapped her hands rapidly.

      “Perfect! I think I still have some coffee! I wonder if Becky is still up for brewing?” She looked around the kitchen. “Becky? What do you say?”

      Kane looked over his shoulder at her as Chris looked at her and cocked his head to the side. Tabitha hummed a cheery tune as she rummaged around what was left of her kitchen in search of coffee and her coffee pot.

      “So that’s why they call her ‘Mad Tabitha,’” Chris said.

      Kane turned back to him.

      “I like to think she’s just energetic. Start talking. How do you know who we are?”

      “Your picture is all over the police department,” Chris said. “You’re the most wanted man in New Chicago. Probably the Northern Union.”

      “Oh, Kane!” Tabitha called from the kitchen. Kane looked over his shoulder and saw her close a cabinet, the canister of coffee in her hand. “You’re being recognized for something! Isn’t that great?”

      “I don’t think ‘Most Wanted’ is something I want on a medal,” Kane said, looking back down at Chris.

      “Hey,” Chris said, shrugging. “Aiming high, right?”

      Kane growled at him.

      “Okay! Jeez, man,” Chris said, holding his hands out defensively. “They swear up and down you’re a Magician. Based on your little performance at that event they had a few weeks back, I’d say they’re on point. That, and your girlfriend, there, just appearing in the alley out of nowhere a few minutes ago. They want you in a bad way.” He motioned to Tabitha. “They have her on the radar, too. But you’re the big lion in Gentry’s sights.”

      “He doesn’t just want to kill me,” Kane said. He looked down and saw the overturned chair next to him. He picked it up, dusted the pink cushion off, and placed it upright across from the couch. Kane sat, and stared at Chris. “He tried to trap me in Charleston, have me end up staying there when the city burned. He killed a lot of people in front of me, tried to make me kill my friends. He wants to break me, first.”

      Chris blinked.

      “Okay. Yeah. Guy wants to kill you, and you talk about it like it’s not a big deal.”

      “People wanting to kill me is nothing new.”

      “Right,” Chris said. He pulled his notepad out again, flipped the pencil in his fingers. “For the record?”

      “Put it away, or I’ll make you eat it.”

      Chris immediately tucked the notebook back into his coat pocket.

      “I need to record this,” he argued, not hiding his frustration. “The Revolution needs to know you’re back.”

      “The Revolution is dead,” Kane said. “The Special Forces came to the South and wiped the floor with them. Charleston, South Carolina is gone. There’s nothing left.” Kane sat back in his chair as he listened to Tabitha humming a tune while she poured water into her coffee pot and scooped grounds into the basket. “Now, I want to know why those cops were after you.”

      “They saw me snooping around this place,” Chris said. “They know good and goddamn well who I am. The Rag is an underground publication. Hell, some of our drops are in dumpsters and trash cans, for Christ’s sakes. They still manage to get their hands on it from time to time.”

      “How?”

      “Loyalists to the Oligarchy,” Chris said, shrugging. “People who are so brainwashed that they think the Oligarchy works for them, considers their best interests.” He snorted. “That’s not even the definition of an Oligarchy.”

      “It’s a small group of men who control everything,” Kane said automatically. “In our case, it’s the super-rich. Corporations.”

      “Exactly,” Chris said. “You’ve got what, maybe a hundred people who control the entire country? And Frostmeyer is the top.” He chuckled. “Control the money, control the world. The loyalists can’t or won’t wrap their heads around the idea that these guys aren’t noble enough to consider anything that doesn’t directly affect their bank accounts. The Propaganda they put out through The New Chicago Tribune and other Northern Union rags is rich and plentiful. Trust me when I say that there are corrupt newsies out there just like there are corrupt cops.” The newsie leaned forward, eyed Kane as he spoke. “And you’re wrong about the Revolution. I promise you it’s alive and stirring here.”

      Tabitha called out from the kitchen.

      “Coffee in about two minutes!”

      Kane kept his eyes on Chris.

      “What’s your involvement?”

      “The Rag,” Chris said. “I find the stuff the regular newsies can’t get and report the stories they can’t report without the Oligarchs getting involved. We’re completely independent, and we’re scattered. There’s no main office. We print where we can. There’s a rundown press here in Hidden Valley, so we use that to print off a few copies when we can get the thing working. The people who read it are encouraged to pass it around, and burn it after two days. They can’t touch us, they can’t find us, and they can’t stop us.”

      “Got two cops in the alley that would care to argue that,” Kane said.

      “Ah,” Chris said. “That. Yeah. There’s more of us. Those two came for me specifically. Apparently, the police commissioner isn’t real happy about my latest headline.” He pulled a rolled newspaper from his pocket and handed it to Kane. It was small, maybe a few pages. Kane took it and unrolled it, the front headline catching his attention immediately.

      
        
        Special Forces and NCPD Joint Operation Under Way!

        

      

      “This isn’t news,” Kane said.

      Chris smiled.

      “Keep reading.”

      Kane looked back down at the page.

      
        
        General Elias Chesterfield of the Northern Union Special Forces has joined with Police Commissioner William Gentry in a joint venture to hunt down and destroy the rising Revolution in New Chicago. Revolutionaries are encouraged to take evasive action if police are spotted in the streets of New Chicago and the communities of Hell’s Kitchen, particularly the Hidden Valley community.

        

      

      Kane looked up from the paper.

      “You’re not pulling punches, are you?”

      Chris’s grin got broader.

      “The truth doesn’t pull punches,” he said. “Facts don’t pull punches. We’ve got to report it the way it is. The fuzz isn’t out because crime is up. In fact, if you can get your hands on the police reports, crime is actually on a decline in New Chicago if you take out the crime being committed by the police. Well, overall anyway. Hidden Valley has seen a surge with these murders happening.”

      Kane knew the answer to his next question, but he asked it anyway. He wanted to hear what the kid had to say.

      “Meaning?”

      Chris blinked, his grin fading as he spoke.

      “Meaning they’re full of shit,” he said, pointing at the paper in Kane’s hand. “The whole thing isn’t anything more than another way for them to push back against the people in this city—namely, the lower class that makes up a large portion of the population here. We outnumber them and they know it.” Chris sat back. “The rich run this town and they aren’t about to let us lowlifes take that away from them.”

      Kane raised his eyebrow. “Got you pretty fired up, I see,” he said as Tabitha came over and handed him a cup of coffee.

      Chris grunted.

      “I’m surprised you aren’t fired up.”

      “Why would I be? I just got back. This isn’t anything new to me.”

      “I guess not,” Chris said, nodding to Tabitha as he took the coffee from her. “Thanks.” He took a sip and looked at Kane. “You started this, after all.”

      Kane sat up straight, his temperature turning up.

      “This should be good. How the hell is any of this on me?”

      “You attacked them directly,” Chris said, motioning to Tabitha. “When you went to free her. Christ, you went right for Frostmeyer, himself!”

      “Get your facts straight, newsie,” Kane said. “I didn’t ‘go’ for anyone. They were about to kill Tabitha. Couldn’t let that happen.”

      “My brother is the one who attacked, actually,” Tabitha said, her voice low, her tone somber. “Kane stepped in to try and save him. It didn’t work.”

      Chris nodded.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. He looked at Kane. “Then, you blew up a shipyard and took out a squadron of Special Forces ships.”

      “I was trying to leave,” Kane said. “If I stayed, they would’ve turned Hidden Valley into a warzone looking for me. I wasn’t about to invite open war into the streets. Too many people live here for that.” Kane leaned forward. “Look, I appreciate that you think I’m some kind of superhero or something. Fine. But I’ve seen how this ends firsthand. You’ve got numbers, they’ve got firepower. And this Chesterfield is something else entirely.” Kane pushed the idea of telling the newsie about Gentry and Chesterfield being magic users away. For now.

      “Okay, so what you suggest?”

      Kane was about to answer with “run like Hell,” but he stopped himself. That’s what he’d done already. Run. And what happened? They followed him South. They killed his friends. They destroyed a city, killed God knows how many innocent people.

      “You’ve declared war on the Oligarchy,” Chris said before Kane could come up with a response. “Whether you wanted to or not is irrelevant at this point. We’re at open war now.” Chris motioned to the paper again. “It’s us versus them.”

      Kane remembered his conversation with Antonia.

      “What about the press conference coming up?” he asked.

      “Oh, that?” Chris snorted. “Yeah, ‘rally’ is a better word for it. It’s to talk about the redevelopment they have planned for Hidden Valley.”

      Kane broke out in gooseflesh, his mind spinning.

      “Oh, shit…” he breathed, letting it trail off.

      “Redevelopment?” Tabitha asked, sitting down on the couch next to Chris, her own coffee cup in her hands. “Oh, how exciting! This place could use some touching up!”

      Kane looked at her.

      “You and I both know that isn’t the case,” he said to her. “They’re planning on wiping Hidden Valley off the map.”

      “That’s why we plan on showing up at the conference and making noise,” Chris said. “They’re looking for an excuse to wipe the place out and expand. And they figure they’ll take you out along with any other possible Magicians. They see the place as a blight, and the murders happening lately aren’t helping.”

      “Any idea who it is?” Kane asked.

      Chris shook his head.

      “Not a clue. Nobody around here is talking. Between the airships, the raids, and the murders, people are keeping their doors, windows, and mouths shut.” Chris handed his cup to Tabitha. “Thanks for the coffee. I’d better get going if I’m gonna get my story in the paper before deadline.”

      Kane stood, staring him down as the kid stood up to leave.

      “Can’t let you leave,” he said.

      Chris looked up at him.

      “I can’t tell anyone you’re here,” he said. “I’d be in just as much trouble as you. They shoot the messenger nowadays. I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

      Kane glanced at Tabitha. She glared at Chris as she held her hand up. A ball of ice swirled with blue energy as it spun an inch over her palm.

      “Popsicle,” she said, her glare turning into a sweet smile.

      Chris swallowed hard and nodded.

      “We’ll talk again.”
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        * * *

      

      Kane stood in the shadows, searching the streets with his Ethereal Sight as a police airship lumbered overhead, its light shining down, looking to find vagrants and criminals who dared break curfew. He’d found a spot just inside the front archway of a building near Tabitha’s. He could see Ralphie’s place down the street, the lights low as Bette and Ralphie moved about cleaning up from the day’s shift. A mother urged her two small children to hurry along to keep from being seen. Kane heard the telltale tick-tock of clockwork horses and the squeaking and groaning of the carriage they pulled.

      He’d talked Tabitha into staying behind and trying to go through Jones’s Grimoire. She’d known him a little longer than Kane had, and felt like she’d be better at deciphering at least some of his spells.

      “There are a lot of curse words in here, Kane,” she said, leafing through the book.

      Kane raised an eyebrow.

      “Jones cursing during a spell? And you’re surprised?”

      Tabitha shook her head.

      “No, it’s just in the notes. He taught me a few words years ago.” She looked up at him and smiled. “Well, not so much taught me. I kind of figured them out in context!”

      His trip to Antonia’s would have to be slow on foot, ducking in and out of the shadows wherever he could. He couldn’t risk being seen by too many people. It was already uncomfortable to him how many people knew that he and Tabitha had come back to Hidden Valley.

      The streets were eerily quiet. Kane couldn’t even hear the homeless muttering conversation or groaning from hunger pains. He wasn’t particularly surprised at their silence. With a murderer on the loose, they were probably more focused on hiding than finding something to eat.

      Why kill homeless people? What was the endgame? Who benefits?

      No one would miss a homeless man or woman if they went missing or turned up dead. It wasn’t typical to find identification or someone who could identify a homeless victim, either. Family often went on unaware that their long-lost loved one had disappeared or died, and most would have given up hope long ago, anyway.

      As far as Kane could tell, he was dealing with a psychopath. He smirked at the thought. Like he hadn’t seen his fair share of lunatics and maniacs the past few weeks.

      What was one more? Or two?

      Chesterfield was unhinged.

      No. No he wasn’t.

      The man Kane saw kill Captain Bill’s first mate was calculating and strong. He was a leader, authoritative and assertive. He had an agenda. Kane had to admit to himself that Chesterfield bothered him far more than Sarah Broussard. The Mors Rebrum had been obsessed with murder, consumed with her hatred for Kane. Chesterfield seemed to live under a sense of duty. He was doing his job. He wasn’t unhinged. He wasn’t psychotic. He was far, far worse. He’d killed Carlton without hesitation, taken Captain Bill into custody just as easily. It wasn’t a game to him.

      It was war.

      Kane thought back to when he’d first learned that Gentry was the Magician on the payroll. The Oligarchs and the papers didn’t differentiate between magic users. They didn’t know the difference. A magic user was a Magician, period. Chesterfield openly used his power in front of his men. It meant that he was the one that they knew about.

      Kane’s heart sped up a little.

      Oh, shit, he thought to himself, the realization hitting him. They don’t know about Gentry.

      It was an opportunity, a card he had in his hand now.

      A shout echoed from an abandoned apartment building across the street. Police tape crossed off the doors and windows. Kane focused his Sight, past the doors and walls. A few seeking shelter were stirring, getting up and running for the nearest exit.

      Snap!

      One man’s head whipped back, his knees gave, dropping him to the floor in a heap. A figure emerged, looked around. He wasn’t clear. Nothing was clear. All just shapes. Too far away.

      Damn.

      More people scattered as the sound came again, a woman this time. Kane stepped from his hiding spot, made for the building as he muttered his spells.

      “Visus Mortalis. Aethereum Ignus.”

      His vision went to normal in an instant, the blood in his hands heating up, ready for him to sling fireballs. This was his chance to catch the guy, bring him down.

      Kill him if necessary.

      Kane heard shouts and running. He focused towards them. They were towards the back of the building.

      He stopped, conjured a fireball as he tensed his arm, urging more power into it. The ball of flame condensed to a fiery sphere. Kane hurled it at the doors, held up an arm to shield his face as the door exploded, splinters of burning wood raining down on the street and inside the building. Kane saw at least a dozen people taking cover as the last of the debris fell around them. Their clothes were layered rags, their faces dirty. Kane recognized a few of them, remembered seeing those familiar begging for change or sleeping on benches.

      Homeless.

      They stirred, looked up as Kane started walking toward the building again.

      “Get out,” he shouted, waving his arm at them. “Now! Go!”

      The homeless began to move, helping each other up as they made their way quickly through the remains of the front doors. Kane’s hearing picked up something else. A click. Something locking into place.

      Snap!

      A man in the middle of the group dropped to the ground, his forehead blown open, the people in front of him peppered with blood and brain matter. A woman cried out, her shoulder bleeding where the bullet had lodged after its trip through the dead man’s skull. Another screamed, fell to her knees as she wept over the dead man. Kane ran to the weeping woman, pulled her to her feet as hysterics began to set in. He got the attention of another man, passed her off to him as the group went by.

      Kane heard another round chamber in.

      “Down!” he shouted.

      Everyone dropped as another bullet zipped by. A window blew out, raining glass into the street.

      Kane stood and turned to see the shooter standing at the other end of the hall, the gun in his hand smoking. The barrel looked strange, longer than it should. Kane was able to see him more clearly. He wore a worn, brown top hat, collared shirt, and a leather plague mask over his face, the beak long and pointed, the eyes goggled and soulless. His vest was red with gold stitching, and he wore brown trousers that ended in tall airship crewman’s boots.

      “Who are you?” Kane shouted, facing the man.

      The man leveled his gun at Kane, cocking his head to the side slightly.

      Yeah, Kane thought. Crazy. Great.

      Kane conjured a fireball and hurled it at the shooter before the gun could go off again. The shooter dove to the side. The fireball hit the doorframe where the shooter had been standing, blew out the trim and shattering plaster and lathe. He fired wild, the soft snapping sound lost in the noise of Kane hurling another fireball, his aim thrown off as he dodged the bullet. The fireball blew out the wall, the barrier giving way to an abandoned apartment.

      Kane rushed the gunman as he tried to get up. The gunman was quick, sidestepping Kane and sticking his foot out. Kane went flying into the wall, shoved himself off and spun with his elbow out. He caught the man in the face, the grunt through his mask satisfying. The man recouped quickly and swung, the butt of his gun connecting with Kane’s face. The pain made Kane’s knees weaken, his temple throbbed. Another blow. Kane slumped against the wall, slid down onto his rump. His world spun, some filling the air.

      The telltale cold of steel pressed against his forehead, vibrating from the round being chambered. He opened his eyes, stared up at the gunman.

      “That supposed…to scare me?” he said, hearing his own speech slur.

      The gunman leaned in close, the mask’s beak inches from Kane’s face.

      “Not yet,” the man said, his voice deep and muffled. “But soon.”

      “What do you want?” Kane said.

      The gunman chuckled, the sound harsh and ugly behind the mask.

      “Pain.”

      He pulled the gun away from Kane’s forehead, spun on his heel, and walked away casually. Kane tried to get up, but the vertigo hit him again. He looked around, saw the fire envelop the walls and ceiling. He forced his legs to move as the gunman walked through a doorway into a room. Kane pushed himself up the wall, staggered forward to chase the man. He made it to the doorway. Another apartment.

      Fire billowed out from the door, the heat forcing Kane back. His held his arm up to shield his bruised face, staggering backwards. He made his way toward the front where he’d come in as pieces of ceiling fell from above, the heat burning his skin under his soaked clothing, the acrid smell filling his nostrils. He fell forward, hit the floor on his shoulder. The impact jarred his spine. That blow to the temple. Couldn’t think.

      Hands grabbed him, pulled at him, made him get up. His arms were slung over shoulders, his feet dragging the floor, his legs trying to walk as his saviors dragged him out into the cool air.

      “Get him across the street!”

      “Oh, God! Look at him! He’s hurt!”

      “Water! Get water!”

      Kane tried to breathe in the night air, his lungs heavy with smoke. The group of homeless he’d seen inside before his fight stared down at him as his vision began to blur. He tried to speak. Only one word worked. He said it again. Again. Tried to use it to stay lucid as the black caved in around him, took him away from the faces calling out to him.

      “Stay with us! Stay awake, buddy!”

      One word.

      One.
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      Kane opened his eyes slowly, his vision hazy as if he’d been asleep after a long night of drinking. The area reeked of body odor, trash, urine, and shit. Kane coughed a little at the stench, held his hand to his nose until he acclimated to the smell.

      He looked up at the small child standing over him, staring down at him, her face dark with grime and soot, her large blue eyes shining in the light of a nearby fire. Her eyes were wide, apprehensive, and curious all at once. Her mouth opened just enough to let out a small, mumbled “Hello.”

      Kane made to sit up, startling the little girl. She backed away, her lower lip trembling as she gasped. Kane held his hand out to her.

      “No,” he said. “Don’t be scared. I’m not gonna hurt you.” He pulled his hand back and put it against his eyes as the pain it him. “Ugh. God, that hurts.”

      He pulled his hand away and looked up. Girders. Bracing. The Walking Bridge. He was underneath the Walking Bridge.

      Early New Chicago had been a booming place of opportunity to the working class. Hidden Valley was the residential area of the city for thousands who would commute to work either by foot or airship to daily jobs ranging from office work to trades and everything in between. As the corporations grew, more jobs opened, and the idea came to the community to build a large foot bridge they aptly named “The Walking Bridge.” It’d been a shining star to the small community and was often used for local events or just a romantic place for people to stroll in the evening. It spanned the width of a city street, stretching a half mile in length. It was off limits to carriages. Horses were welcome for a time, but the decline of live horses in favor of clockworks changed things.

      Then the corporations began to grow larger.

      As the poorest neighborhoods began to form Hell’s Kitchen, the Walking Bridge came to disrepair and abandonment.

      And shelter to a homeless community.

      Kane looked around the area. There were three steel drums, each one with fires going and homeless lounging around them or clustering in groups. Some slept, others sat up and stared off blankly, looking defeated and lost. Many of them stared at him, glared at him as an outsider.

      The little girl spoke to Kane, her voice small. He gave her eight years of age. Or younger.

      “Who’s Tabitha?”

      “My friend,” Kane said.

      “You kept saying her name.”

      “I need to get back to her,” Kane said. “I’ve never been here before. Can you point me toward Ralphie’s? Or Madam Boudreaux’s?”

      Another voice broke out in the dark, the thick, familiar Gullah accent catching Kane off-guard.

      “Why don’t you rest instead, Kane Shepherd? My people save your worthless ass, and all you think on is your stomach and your dick.”

      Kane spun, his heart skipping a beat. He didn’t like surprises, and seeing Wilhelmina emerge from the dark caught him by complete surprise. The flames danced in the steel drum in front of her, the shadows giving her a supernatural look. Her dreadlocks framed her face, shells and bones woven in the locks clicking together as she shook her head to the side slightly. Her chocolate-colored skin had an orangish hue from the fire in front of her, the flames hissing as she dropped a sprig of dried herb into them.

      “This an interesting place you come from, Kane Shepherd,” she said. “Rule by rich white men, smell like shit boilin’ in the sun. Remind me of home a little. Just bigger buildin’s.”

      “Wil?” Kane stepped closer to her, putting his hand in his pocket and finding his amulet. He drew his rune. She’d walked away from him in the South, walked away from the Revolution after she and Nicodemus had helped him save them from a horde of voodoo zombies. “What the hell are you doing in New Chicago?”

      Wil grunted, gave him a terse look as she casually reached down, picked up a long wooden stick, and poked the fire with it.

      “Me and Nicodemus didn’t have much choice, comin’ out of the South.” She grunted again. “Then again, don’t know where Chicken-Fucker ended up. We got separated. I went one way, him went another.”

      “Why?”

      She pulled the stick out of the fire and pointed the smoldering end at him as she spoke.

      “Because your friends from up here done turned all of Charleston into a scorch wasteland of ash and shit. Then, them sons of whores gonna come stormin’ my marsh, gonna burn my home. Nicodemus come over after we left, was gonna work with me on buildin’ a barrier.” She chuckled. “Hoodoo and Voodoo workin’ together. Who would’ve thought?” She lowered the stick, her eyes still fixed on Kane. “They turned that fire-breathin’ leviathan away from the city after. Done come back this way while they troops level all of my marshlands.”

      Kane felt the familiar guilt come back to him. The Special Forces would’ve left the South alone had he and Tabitha not gone down there. Or would they have? The Revolution was going on before he’d ever gotten involved. Anderson had been leading it for a while. But, even though the Revolution was in full swing, Anderson had grossly underestimated the sheer firepower of the North.

      Wil waved her hand dismissively as she shook her head.

      “Don’t matter, now,” she said. “I’m here, you here, and I damn-well know your girl here. As for Nick, who the hell know? Him take care of himself.”

      “You walked away,” Kane said. “Why come back?”

      “Walked away because it’s not my fight,” Wil said, shrugging. “I did you a favor. Then it became my fight.” She raised her arms and motioned to the homeless sitting around the place, tucked into their makeshift shelters or hiding under blankets. “Look around, Kane Shepherd. This what your world done to her people. This how they repaid for bein’ here. Workin’ to make them rich white boys richer. Why? So they can run the place.” She lowered her arms and spat into the fire. The blaze barked as if she’d tossed a pinch of gunpowder into the barrel, then died back down to normal. “That’s what I say to them rich white men runnin’ things to pig shit.”

      Kane looked down as the little girl walked past him. She held Wil’s pet possum in her arms as if it were a cat. It nuzzled her cheek as she lovingly rubbed it’s back and neck, running her fingers through its coarse fur.

      “You done seen somethin’, Kane Shepherd,” Wil said, grinning at Kane, her eyes flashing. “Somethin’ you got naggin’ you. But you ignore. It’s what you do. Let other nonsense fog your mind. Leave out them details till they bite your ass like a copperhead.” She stuck her finger in the possum’s mouth. It snapped its jaws shut on it quickly, blood pouring from the bite, the sudden attack causing no reaction from Wil as she drew her finger back. She turned to the concrete wall behind her and drew something in her blood. Kane watched as she stepped away.

      The cross. The same one he’d seen tattooed on the cop’s hand earlier. Four arms, all the same length, each spread at the end. He thought back to school. History class. Sister Edna. She’d talked about it, had drawn that same symbol on the chalk board after striking Kane’s knuckles with the ruler for chewing gum. What had they been talking about? Something–

      Shit, Kane thought as it hit him. The Crusades. They’d been talking about the Crusades. The Templars. It’d been part of their week of Confession and Absolution. The Templars had been Absolved of any sins they were about to commit. According to Sister Edna, that wasn’t exactly how Absolution worked.

      The Templars did horrific things during the Crusades. Rape, torture, thousands upon thousands murdered in the name of the Catholic Church. It was a dark spot in the history of the faith, and it was taught as such. But the Templars had been disbanded sometime after the Crusades.

      Why the hell were there people, police officers, walking around with the Templar Cross tattooed on their hands?

      “I need to get back to Tabitha,” Kane said. “I had a run-in with the killer. He’s still out there, and he’s on a rampage. He tried to kill at least a dozen people last night.”

      Wil laughed.

      “Last night? Ha! That was two nights ago, boy! You been coldcocked for two days! Breathin’ in too much smoke in that buildin’ you done burned up.” She took the possum from the girl, nodding to her as she patted the child on the head. “Thank you, sweet one.” Wil looked back up at Kane. “I’m gonna make you another arrangement, Kane Shepherd. And you damn sure gonna do it if you want any peace. If you want my help.”

      “Fine,” Kane said. “Let’s hear it.”

      Wil motioned to the homeless again.

      “You gonna find this killer,” she said. “You not gonna bring him to justice. You not gonna feed him to them coppers out there.” Her mouth widened into a rictus grin. “You gonna kill that man. Kill him dead. And you gonna get them crooked-ass Templar boys out of Hidden Valley and away from my people.”

      “I don’t understand any of this,” Kane said. “All I know is that there’s a killer going around, and he’s bringing in a lot of unwanted police attention.”

      Wil shrugged.

      “You the gumshoe,” she said, stepping closer to the barrel. “Figure it out, white man. I’m just a humble Mambo. Don’t really involve my mind in such matters. I take care of mine. And these people, they mine now. Can’t go home, gonna make this home.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Mean you gotta fix things here.”

      Kane looked down at the little girl. She stared back at him, moving back from Wilhelmina. She spoke, her voice small and meek.

      “The Conjure Lady said she’d protect us. Will you help, mister?”

      “Ha!” Wil laughed, looking down at the girl. “He ain’t got no choice, sweet girl.” Will looked back at Kane, holding the opossum in both hands as she raised it above her head. “Not if he want peace.”

      Kane startled, his eyes widening as Wil threw the opossum into the fire. The thing shrieked and writhed as the flames billowed into the night, brightening the area. Homeless shrank back from the scene, some letting out a terrified shout. The little girl stepped back, her expression calm as the flames began to die down. They were still white-hot as the smoke began to form into a shape, twisting and moving as it hovered above the fire. Wil stared at it, her expression maniacal and intense as she spoke.

      “Him walk alone, stay in the dark, hunt and kill. Don’t carry no reason for it. Just lovin’ the thrill of causing the end of another. But he still got orders. Carryin’ out an agenda, him is. Still tryin’ to cause somethin’ bigger than him. Bigger than all of us. Him not alone.”

      The smoke formed into the shape of a man. Kane stepped closer as more details began to stand out. The top hat. The long-beaked plague mask. The killer held his gun out as if pointed at a new target. Kane stared at the weapon. Something was attached at the end. It looked like some sort of extended barrel. He’d never seen anything like it.

      “His gunshots make hardly any noise when he fires,” he said. “I wonder if that thing on the end of the barrel has something to do with it?”

      “Ain’t no magic in this murderin’ son of a bitch,” Wilhelmina said. “Him a mortal man. Don’t mean he’ll be easier to find. But, it mean you won’t have to get fancy with your Magician tricks and trinkets. Him little toy make his gun not go bang when he decide to steal life. Mean you gotta use that hearin’ you got and watch your back.”

      “Can you tell me who he is?”

      Wil shook her head.

      “No. That I cannot do. And neither can that girl you got who can see what you can’t.”

      Kane shook his head.

      “You think Tabitha couldn’t figure him out?”

      “I can sense magic, boy,” Wil said. “Can smell it. She can’t look that deep. Not on somethin’ like this man. The Spirit world got rules. Breakin’ them rules mean death and pain. Pain worse. Magic have a price. Dunno why I gotta keep remindin’ you of that. Magician.” She looked back at the man floating above the barrel. Kane watched as the figure turned, the gun twitching. He heard the small click of the hammer pulling back, the round sliding into place. No time to blink. A split second.

      Ffft!

      The shape exploded into a cloud of smoke. Kane jumped back as the cloud sucked down into the barrel. The fire turned back to orange. The possum burst from the flames in a shower of sparks, squeaking angrily as it hit the ground and shook off the burning embers and ash. It scurried to the little girl, its fur unscathed as if Wil hadn’t tossed it into a barrel of fire. The girl reached down and picked the animal up, petting it and cooing at it as she held it close.

      “Go,” Wil said, staring at Kane. “Do what I say do. These people dependin’ on you. You come back here from Hell, Kane Shepherd. Show them why Hell let you go.”
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        * * *

      

      The Walking Bridge was an hour’s walk from Tabitha’s building. It gave Kane a lot of time to think on things, but it also allowed for his mind to go to darker places. Places that he’d tried to set aside.

      I can’t do this, he said as he turned a corner. Tabitha’s street was one more block down. Almost there.

      Kane wasn’t afraid to kill someone. He’d killed plenty of Special Forces troops. But he couldn’t very well turn the shooter in to the police, either. Turning the shooter over to the police wouldn’t make matters any better for Kane and Tabitha. The Northern Union didn’t operate like that. They would kill him on sight, find Tabitha, and kill her as well. The gunman would be set free to come back to Hidden Valley and continue to thin out the population, killing homeless and scaring off the rest. It would make for fewer people to push back while they came through and razed the place to the ground.

      It made Kane sick.

      He turned the corner as the sound of an approaching carriage rang out behind him. He ducked quickly behind a dumpster, peered out as the clockwork horses came into view, moving quickly, the police carriage they were pulling full of cops.

      What’s going on? Kane thought. He waited until they passed by, then moved out from his hiding spot and went after the carriage as it turned the corner.

      Towards Tabitha’s place.

      “Shit,” Kane breathed, his heart skipping a beat. “Shit!”

      He broke into a sprint, took the corner and made his way toward the scene. Several carriages were parked in front of the building, cops armed with rifles, revolvers, and blunderbusses taking position behind the carriages and clockwork horses as a squad of Special Forces formed the front line, each holding up a copper shield. Kane looked up and saw Tabitha moving around her apartment through the window, completely unaware of what was going on outside her building.

      Another carriage pulled up and parked behind the line formed by the police. The door opened. Kane’s blood boiled as Lieutenant Charles Danwood stepped out, chomping away on a large cigar, a brass horn clutched in his meaty fist. He looked up at the building, held the horn up in front of his mouth as he spoke.

      “We know you’re in there, Shepherd,” he called up at the building. “Just wanna talk. Get your ass out here!”

      “Talk. Right,” Kane said under his breath.

      “Now, Shepherd,” Danwood barked into the megaphone.

      Tabitha came to the window, looked down at the scene, her eyes widening.

      “Get back,” Kane said, looking at her.

      She flinched, looked directly at him, then backed away from the window.

      “C’mon, sweetie,” Danwood cawed into the megaphone. “Get your boyfriend. We ain’t got all day here.”

      Tabitha stepped back up to the window, opened it, and leaned out.

      “He’s out right now,” she called down to Danwood, her tone polite and casual. “Can I take a message?”

      “You two get your asses down here, now!” Danwood barked. “Surrender yourselves, and we might not feel the need to raid this building.”

      Kane stood before he knew to stop himself, marched out into the open toward the firing squad.

      “That’s enough, Danwood,” he said. “Here I am.”

      Danwood startled and turned, the rest of the police and Special Forces doing the same. The area was filled with the clicking and clacking sounds of rounds being chambered and guns being cocked and readied as Kane found himself staring down the business end of at least twenty  firearms. Danwood glanced over his shoulder.

      “Special Forces,” he called. “Stay on the building.”

      “Sir!” one of them shouted. He nodded to the others. “Men, make ready!”

      “Sir!” the rest said in unison. They spun on their heels, their focus back on Tabitha’s front stoop.

      “Stop this,” Kane said, stepping toward Danwood. “I’m the one you’re after. There are families in that building. Leave them alone.”

      Danwood grinned at Kane.

      “Long time no see, Shepherd,” he said. “Was starting to wonder if you might ever come back.”

      “You miss me?”

      Danwood grunted.

      “About as much as I miss the doctor telling me to lose weight and stop smoking.” His grin broadened. “Probably why I had him shot.”

      Kane clenched his fist, fought to keep his cool.

      “Go ahead and shoot me,” Kane said, his eyes fixed hard on Danwood. “Let’s end this.”

      “Can’t kill you,” Danwood said. “Got orders to keep your worthless ass alive.” He looked over his shoulder and up at Tabitha. “Her? The people in that building? Well, that’s a different story. Move in!”

      The Special Forces troops marched on the building, ran up the front steps, kicked in the door. Kane’s hand was in his pocket. The rune was drawn. The amulet hummed with power as he shouted his spell.

      “Aethereum Ignus!”

      Danwood gave a shout as the area filled with gunfire and shrapnel. Kane cast his Ethereal Shield spell just as rounds peppered the barrier. Danwood yelled at his men to hold their fire. Shoot to injure. Kane didn’t give them a chance to respond. He lowered the shield and hurled a charged fireball at the group at the door. Some ducked as it exploded, chunks of concrete, asphalt, and debris raining down. Several of Danwood’s men were thrown to the side along with the troopers at the front door. Kane moved past them as they began to get to their feet again. He raced through the door, stopped as several apartment doors opened down the first-floor corridor. People poked their heads out to see what the ruckus was.

      “Get back inside,” Kane shouted. “Go!”

      The residents ducked back into their homes, the cacophony of deadbolts and locks being thrown flooding Kane’s hearing at once as he spun on his heel and saw the police getting to their feet. Danwood was up on one knee, still trying to force his legs underneath him and stand.

      Where were the Special Forces?

      A blast. Shouting. Gunfire. Tabitha’s voice yelling in Icelandic.

      They’d gone straight for Tabitha.

      Kane shot up the staircase, taking the steps two at a time. He rounded the landing on the second floor, did the same up the third as he heard the sound of shouts and boots stomping on the floor below. They were after him. Shit!

      Kane reached the landing on the fourth floor, turned, saw the group of cops heading up the steps right behind him. He charged another fireball. He hurled it at the stairs and ducked as the wood and framework exploded in front of him. A few of the officers fell backwards while a few went down the hole Kane had left in his wake. He spun and raced down the hall to Tabitha’s apartment. An ice blast sailed through the door and into the hallway. Bullets peppered the woodwork. Another shout. A scream. Kane stopped as a soldier staggered out into the hall, his helmet blue from the frost. His hands grasped at it, pulled at it, tried to take it off as he howled in pain. Kane plowed into him, knocked him off his feet and onto his back.

      Kane ran into the apartment as two soldiers grabbed Tabitha by either arm, forced her down onto the couch. Another stepped forward, his blunderbuss aimed at her face.

      “Draugalega Sprengia!”

      An explosion rocked the floor under Kane’s feet as a deep cold shot through the room, the force knocking each of the troops off of Tabitha. A few more had come out from the bedroom, ducked as the debris flew through the air.

      One of them had the satchel with the Grimoires in his hand.

      “Ethereal petulans!”

      Kane thrust his hand out, the tendril of energy shooting at the satchel, wrapping itself around it. He yanked, and the soldier screamed in agony as his arm tore from the socket, painted the doorframe in blood. Kane caught the satchel as it flew at him, ducked a hail of gunfire from troops in the kitchen. He wiped the amulet clean and tried to redraw his rune in the same motion. It was a split second.

      Too long.

      It all happened in an instant. Tabitha ran at him. The gunshot. A single bullet from a rifle. The round struck her arm, went through. Spinning. Drilling into Kane’s shoulder and out the other side. White hot pain. Dizziness. Tabitha screaming as she fell. Grabbed him, her grip iron and shaking as she screamed another spell.

      “Draugalega Ferðast!”

      The room spun around them. Kane felt the bitter cold take him, yank him through the air. Hidden Valley whirred by him, the buildings, streets, and people a blur. The cold made the gunshot wound throb and pulse with pain as he held onto Tabitha.

      No. He wouldn’t pass out. He bit his tongue, tasted blood. Stay with it, Shepherd!

      They crashed into a wall, plaster raining down on them as they collapsed in a heap onto the floor. Tabitha groaned as Kane sat up, fought down the urge to vomit from the pain as he looked at her forearm. The bullet had gone clean through, the exit wound larger than the entry. Blood poured from the wound. He sat her up, wincing as he glanced at his shoulder. The round hadn’t hit him directly, had only gone through meat. He would live.

      They both would.

      Kane looked around. A bedroom. An apartment. It was small. One bed, no kitchenette, an open closet with a few women’s outfits on hangers, a chair by the window.

      “Tabitha,” Kane said. “Heal yourself.”

      “Oh, Gods, Kane,” she said, her voice shaking as she looked down at the hole in her forearm. She looked at him. “Your shoulder!”

      “You first,” Kane said. “I’ve had worse.”

      She nodded, dropped the satchel with the Grimoires to the floor. She held her hand over the wound, and mumbled the spell.

      “Draugalega Heilun.”

      A blue glow emanated from her hand as the wound began to close. She looked up at him.

      “They knew, Kane,” she said. “They didn’t even stop. They came right to my apartment.”

      “I know,” Kane said, thinking back to his confrontation with Danwood. She was right. They had known. It made sense that they would check her apartment, but why bring a full contingency? Had someone tipped them off? Tabitha had said Chris could be trusted. Was she wrong? Had he turned on them?

      Tabitha finished with her arm and went to him, placing her hand over his shoulder. The blood froze, flaked away as the hole began to frost and close. Kane grit his teeth against the icy pain, every muscle in his body tensed to the point of shaking. She pulled her hand away, the skin healed and blue from the cold, the color coming back slowly as blood began to flow in the shoulder again.

      Kane got to his feet, helped her stand, and looked around the apartment.

      “We’ve got to keep moving,” he said. “We can’t stay in one place.”

      “I think we’ll be okay here for now,” Tabitha said. She looked at the mirror and made a noise. “Ugh. My hair is a mess. Gods, I need a shower.”

      Kane looked at her.

      “You…but…You just got shot.”

      She looked at him in the mirror and smiled.

      “I know. It hurt, too.” She raised an eyebrow, her tone casual. “Also had my arm snapped at the elbow once, remember? And then I got gored open by a big monster with antlers. And I’ve had a child before. I think I’ve got pain down pretty good.”

      Kane shook his head, looked away. He wanted to forget what had happened in the South. There was nothing he could do to change the fact that he’d attacked Tabitha, curse or no curse. But it didn’t mean he had to think about it, either.

      “Where the hell did you bring us?” Kane asked. “What is this place?”

      The door burst open, startled him. Kane’s reflexes went into high gear, a fireball in his hand in an instant as he braced for attack. A revolver was aimed at his face, the shooter’s finger on the trigger.

      And adorned with tacky rings and a painted fingernail.

      Kane looked past the gun and at the person aiming it at him, the reflection in the large horn-rimmed glasses indicating that the hammer was back. The frizzy red hair was still in the same shape it’d been when Kane had last eaten there.

      Bette blinked in surprise and lowered the revolver, setting the hammer back into place gently.

      “Kane? What the hell are you doing in my apartment?”

      Kane extinguished the fireball and looked at Tabitha. She turned away from the mirror and shrugged, her eyes wide and her expression innocent.

      “I wanted pancakes.”
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      Kane couldn’t deny how much he’d missed his French toast plate at Ralphie’s. The perfectly browned, sweetened bread was only made better by the syrup Ralphie used, the stuff rich and amber colored, complimented by his housemade butter. Kane ate hungrily. Tabitha sat across from him eating the pancakes she’d just drowned in syrup.

      “You don’t know how much I needed this,” she said, her mouth full.

      Kane looked at her.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      Bette walked up to the table and refilled their coffees. Kane nodded to her, glancing at the windows. Bette had pulled all of the blinds and put up the sign indicating that the place was closed. There was no way someone on the outside could see in. Still, Kane felt uneasy. It was normal hours for Ralphie’s place, yet the door being locked wouldn’t stop someone from knocking.

      “You need to relax, hon,” Bette said, eyeing him. “You’ve been looking around like a paranoid squirrel since you got down here.”

      Kane swallowed his food and looked up at her.

      “Sorry,” he said. “Little nervous.”

      “I don’t blame you, hon,” Bette said, smiling at him the way a mother would smile at her son. “Things are a little different here since you left. Haven’t seen any cops come in here, but business ain’t been great. Especially on Thursdays, though I think you probably know why by now.”

      Kane nodded. Thursdays was the one day every week when Ralphie offered his business to the homeless on a “Pay What You Can” special. Nothing free, but if they could at least come up with a nickel, then they could eat a meal. Hidden Valley was a community, so getting a nickel from someone for a meal wasn’t a difficult task.

      “Yeah, I heard. And saw. And fought with the guy.”

      “Yeah, I think it’s safe to say everyone knows we’re here, now,” Tabitha said.

      Bette smiled at her.

      “How are you holding up, sweetie?”

      Tabitha gave a thumbs up.

      “I have pancakes. I’m good!”

      “You said business has been slow,” Kane said, trying to move the conversation forward. “I get Thursdays. But what about the rest of the week?”

      “We’re under a curfew,” Bette said. “That, and people aren’t going out like they used to. The police are all over the place, and we’ve had Special Forces troops on patrol here and there. No one wants to deal with the confrontation. A few people have been hauled off for even looking at an officer funny.”

      Kane wiped his mouth and put his napkin down by his plate.

      “Know anything about the Templars?”

      “You mean from the Crusades?” Bette said, raising an eyebrow. “I don’t know how that fits into all of this. With things being so quiet around here, I don’t hear much anymore.”

      Kane nodded.

      “I get it,” he said. “Bette, I need to ask you something.”

      “Go ahead, hon.”

      “We’ve been down here maybe half an hour since you found us upstairs, and you haven’t said a word about seeing me with a fireball in my hand.”

      Bette sat the coffee pot down on the table and collected herself.

      “I’m not going to lie, Kane,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting that. But I told you once before: Magicians are people just like us. Their money spends the same. The newsies and the people running the country tell me I should be terrified of you.” Her mouth broke into a smile. “But I know you. I know your heart. The Revolution could use you.”

      Kane sighed.

      “The Revolution is done,” he said. “They went South, and the Special Forces wiped them out.”

      Bette chuckled.

      “No, honey, that wasn’t the whole thing. Just the beginning.”

      Kane looked up at her just as a sound came from outside. It made his stomach sink, his muscles tensing up as he looked at the door. Someone shouted, and the clockwork horses came to a halt. Someone got out of the carriage. Heavy breathing. Grunting.

      Danwood’s voice.

      “You two with me. You two, stay here and keep people the hell away from this place.”

      “Shit,” Kane said, getting to his feet. “Danwood.”

      “Damn,” Bette said, her tone urgent as she turned to the kitchen window. “Ralphie! We got company!”

      The kitchen door opened as Ralphie came out into the dining room. He was easily seven feet tall, muscular, his bald head shiny under the lighting. His face looked as if it had been chiseled from granite, his skin almost black and his apron far too small for his large frame. He looked at the front door, his eyes narrowed and his mouth a scowl, his expression looking as if he might snatch Danwood up and break the fat man like a twig. He looked back at Kane and Tabitha and spoke, his effeminate, high-pitched voice as startling as his appearance.

      Kane blinked. The last time he’d spoken to Ralphie, the man had sounded like he could chew bricks of iron and spit the nails out.

      I guess everyone has their secrets, he thought.

      “Kitchen. Now, bitches.”

      Kane jumped up from the booth, motioned to Tabitha to do the same. He saw her grab the satchel. He to her hand and led her to the kitchen. Ralphie had turned out the lights, cut the grill and oven off. The place was quiet.

      “Kane,” Tabitha whispered. “Let’s teleport.”

      “No,” Kane said. “Too risky. They see a flash, Bette and Ralphie could end up taking a fall for us.”

      Kane ducked down behind the prep counter at the order window, activated his amulet, and cast his Ethereal Sight spell as well as let his hearing out. His vision moved through the wall, the world black and white except for Ralphie and Bette. Bette scraped Kane and Tabitha’s table into a bus bin and ran to the kitchen as Ralphie waited at the door. Kane didn’t look away from Ralphie as Bette put the bin of dirty dishes in the walk-in cooler and closed the door.

      “You two stay down and stay quiet,” he heard her say as she headed back up to the front.

      “Open up, Ralphie,” Danwood barked from the outside. “I know you’re in there. Christ, you and your damned waitress live in that place.”

      Bette nodded to Ralphie, who nodded back and opened the door. He towered over Danwood, who looked disheveled and dirty from his earlier entanglement with Kane outside Tabitha’s apartment building.

      Ralphie crossed his arms in front of him, looking at down his nose at Danwood as he clicked his tongue.

      “I’m closed,” he said. “And you ain’t lookin’ fit to be nowhere anyways. The hell do you want?”

      “Bullshit, Ralphie,” Danwood said, glaring right back up at the cook. “I know good and goddamned well you’re supposed to be open for at least another hour.”

      “Been closing early,” Ralphie said, glaring at Danwood. “Some donut-eatin’ flat-foot masquerading as a hot air balloon keeps bringing his playground friends into my community and harassing my customers. No one wants to be out. Might get hassled. Or shot. Ain’t you people supposed to be looking for a killer around here?”

      Danwood pulled his cigar out of his mouth and motioned to Ralphie with it.

      “You tellin’ me how to do my job?” he said. “Got a lot of nerve, Ralphie. That mouth of yours is gonna get you in trouble.”

      Ralphie fanned his fingers in Danwood’s face as he spoke.

      “Already has. On plenty of occasions.”

      “You won’t mind if we take a look around, will you?” Danwood said, stepping closer to him. He lowered his voice, winked at him. “Hell, if you cooperate, I might forget that we even came by here.

      Kane pushed his voice forward, keeping his tone low enough to stay barely a mumble. He faintly heard Tabitha whisper to him. He ignored her, kept his attention on Ralphie as he spoke in a low tone.

      “Go ahead, Ralphie. We’re ready.”

      Bette’s eyes widened as Ralphie stepped aside and motioned to Danwood to come in. Danwood nodded to his two officers, and the three entered the diner. Kane wiped his amulet clean and looked at Tabitha.

      “Get us out of here,” he whispered. “Quietly.”

      “Outside,” she said. “They’ll feel the cold if we do it in here.”

      Kane heard something fall and break. He peered over the ticket counter and saw one of the cops looking down at a smashed salt shaker.

      “Look what the NCPD will be buying me for Christmas,” Ralphie said, rolling his eyes. “Might want to take a note on it. I’m particular about my salt shakers.”

      “Get over it,” Danwood grunted. He turned and called out through the open front door. Two more cops came in. “You two split up. Check the apartments upstairs.” He looked at the other two officers. “Kitchen. And one of you go around back. Make sure no one leaves out that back door without a high velocity parting gift.”

      “I thought Commissioner Gentry wanted them alive, sir?” one of the officers said.

      Danwood shrugged.

      “Shit happens. Move it.”

      “Damn it,” Kane muttered. He motioned to Tabitha to follow him as he crouched down and made his way toward the walk-in cooler. He reached the door, opened it quickly, pulled Tabitha with him as he pulled it just shy of shut, peering out as the kitchen door swung open. An officer entered, his revolver aimed as he looked around. Kane looked at Tabitha, put his finger to his mouth, then pointed to the back of the cooler. She nodded and moved away. Kane looked back out through the door, watched the cop search the kitchen. He stopped at the prep table and order station and looked around.

      “Smells good in here,” he mumbled. “God, I’m hungry.” He leaned down and opened the small cooler, searching through Ralphie’s stock. He stood back up as another cop walked up to the order window from the diner side.

      “Eggs over easy!” the other cop barked, startling the officer in the kitchen.

      “Goddammit, Biggers,” the man said, rounding on him. “You got nothin’ better to do?”

      The cop in the window laughed.

      “Jumpy, Billy?”

      “Fuck you.” Billy turned and glanced around the kitchen. “This place is clean. They ain’t here.”

      “Well hurry up,” said Biggers, lowering his voice a little. “Danwood’s ready, and Chesterfield’ll throw a gear if we come home empty-handed after what just happened earlier.”

      Chestefield? Kane thought. Great.

      Danwood’s voice called from the front of the diner.

      “If you two lovebirds are done playing grabass, we’re heading out,” he barked.

      Kane heard footsteps from above, boots on the staircase.

      “Nothing upstairs, Lieutenant,” an officer said.

      “I tried to tell you that,” Ralphie said. “But no, let’s not listen to the negro running the place.”

      “Shut up, Ralphie,” Danwood said, his tone hard and bitter. “And don’t think you’ve seen the end of this. We see you so much as blink in a way that makes us think Shepherd and Drake are here, it’ll be the Special Forces knocking on your door. I’m sure Captain Chesterfield would love to talk about the future of this place.”

      Kane looked over his shoulder, motioned to Tabitha. She nodded, pulled her amulet out, and activated it. Kane moved to her, grabbed her hand as he spoke.

      “Antonia’s. We need to find that bullet.”

      And have a word with Krieg, Kane thought as Tabitha uttered her spell.
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        * * *

      

      They landed in Antonia’s back yard, the place dark except for the full moon that hung high in the clear sky. Kane and Tabitha moved to the covered back porch, hiding in the shadows as a police patrol ship moved slowly overhead, two large spotlights shining down on the yard. Kane heard another on the other side of the house moving away and down the street.

      They’re looking for us, he thought. This just keeps getting better.

      “We need to lay low,” he said to Tabitha as the airship moved on. “Antonia doesn’t need to know we’re here. I don’t want her to have to answer any questions.”

      Antonia’s voice carried over the yard. Kane groaned, put his hand to his face as she spoke.

      “Ain’t got no questions. But I do have that bullet you two are lookin’ for.”

      Tabitha grinned, waving cheerily.

      “Hi, Antonia!”

      Kane turned from her and looked at the other end of the dark back porch. Antonia sat in a rocker, scowling at them as she rocked gently, her arms crossed.

      “You done wrestled with the shooter, burnt up a building, caused a racket with the cops, and had pancakes on top of it. In one night.” She sucked her teeth and shook her head. “Ain’t no doubt now: Kane Shepherd is back in Hidden Valley.”

      Kane blinked.

      “How?”

      Antonia set her jaw tersely.

      “This is Hidden Valley, remember?” she said. “Word travels. And Krieg sent word to me that you’d be looking for the bullet. Guess he knew you were too busy advertising your grand return.”

      Kane sighed.

      “Guess I blew the whole secret thing,” he said. “Oops.”

      “Oops?” Antonia said with a grunt. “Oops. You done added fuel to a damned fire, and all you can say for yourself is ‘oops?’” She grumbled as she stood and went to the back door. “Get in this house right now, and get cleaned up for bed.”

      “We need to get that bullet to Krieg,” Kane said.

      Antonia looked over her shoulder.

      “And you can do that tomorrow when he’s in his office, young man. Now you and that girl get in this house, or so help me Lord.” She went inside, letting the screen door bang shut behind her.

      Kane turned to Tabitha.

      “We don’t have time for this,” he said.

      She stepped close to him, reached up, kissed him gently on the cheek.

      “You looked like you just went swimming with Fenris’s Twin,” she said. “You need to rest. You can’t keep going like this.”

      The fatigue hit him instantly. He looked down at his filthy clothes, the soot from the building fire hours before mixed with the dried blood on his shirt. His body began to ache, his eyes suddenly sore from being awake for so long. He nodded reluctantly, put his hand on her shoulder.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah.”

      The sound of turbines filled the air. Kane looked up as another airship lumbered towards them, the searchlights dragging over the ground as it moved. It was close to the yard. Kane heard the screen door open again as Antonia shouted at them.

      “You two get in here! I ain’t gonna have no trouble at my place! And it ain’t no trouble for me to get my wooden spoon after you!”
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        * * *

      

      Sleep was fleeting for Kane, the dreams making him drift in and out, some of them so intense that he’d startled awake at least three times. They didn’t fill him with the same dread that he’d carried when he’d been under the curse of the Wendigo, but they were still horrible and violent. One dream had put him in Hidden Valley after a direct attack from the Special Forces. Everyone was either dead or dying, the streets littered with debris and carnage. He stood surrounded by bodies as Chesterfield walked through the streets, his polished brass armor reflecting the light of the fires as he drew from the corpses around him, the red mist swirling and writhing as it flowed into him. Rivers of blood ran through the gutters in the streets, vaporizing as he walked by, balls of red energy toiling in his hands as he focused his stare on Kane, the goggles in his breathing mask black and soulless.

      Another dream showed Kane on an airship, kicked to his knees, his hands cuffed behind his back as Hidden Valley burned below. Someone held his Grimoire out in front of him.

      Not his Grimoire. Tabitha’s.

      Kane followed the arm up to the owner, the silver hair orange in the glow from the blazes below.

      Gentry smiled at him.

      “Miss Drake would like this back, I’m sure,” he said, his British purr causing Kane’s skin to go to gooseflesh. “Let’s not keep her waiting.” Kane screamed as Gentry threw the book over the edge and down into the burning streets below.

      Kane sat straight up in bed, his body drenched in sweat, his breathing quick, his heart racing. He looked around the room, took a moment to remember where he was. He felt the bed shake as Tabitha stirred, sitting up.

      “Kane?” she said, her voice still thick with sleep. She blinked, shook her head slightly as she woke herself a little more. “Kane? Are you okay?” She touched his face, turning his head gently to face her.

      “I’m…yeah,” he said, catching his breath. “Yeah. Stupid dreams. It’s nothing.”

      “You have nightmares when you’re stressed,” Tabitha said, raising an eyebrow at him. “I’ve been sharing a bed with you for weeks. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.” She smacked him. “And another round would be nice, you know. Actually act like you like me?”

      He looked at her.

      “Really? We’ve been running for our lives. Been a little preoccupied.”

      She snuggled into him, putting her arms around him and resting her head on his chest.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I still like you pretty well. Even if you’re a prude.”

      Kane nodded, looking away.

      “Right,” he said. “You got me.”

      “We’re safe for now,” Tabitha said, looking up at him. “Relax. What time is it?”

      He glanced at the clock on the bedside table.

      “Six. We’d better get cleaned up for breakfast.” He pulled the covers back as Tabitha sat up. Kane stood and stretched.

      “We need to talk to Antonia,” Tabitha said, her voice airy. Kane turned to her and saw that her eyes had gone completely white. “She has something for us. Buried. Had to dig it out.”

      The bullet. Right.

      “You go ahead and grab a shower,” Kane said. “I’ll get the bullet.”

      Kane dressed quickly and left the room as Tabitha shouted after him.

      “I’ll leave you some hot water!”

      Kane took the steps two at a time, turned at the bottom, and made a beeline to the kitchen. He heard Antonia laughing, chatting with someone else as the smells of sausage, potatoes, and biscuits filled the air. He pushed the kitchen door open and saw Antonia cleaning flour off the counter top while Sandra tended to the stove. Both turned to him when he entered. Sandra smiled at him, moved her hair behind her ear as she bit her lip. Kane nodded to her. She’d always shown some interest in Kane, and he didn’t deny how attractive she was. He just didn’t feel that way about her.

      Antonia grunted.

      “Kane Shepherd, you know good and well my kitchen is a no-fly zone. Breakfast ain’t gonna be ready till seven.”

      “I know, Antonia,” Kane said. “But this is important.”

      “Eating is important,” Antonia said with a huff. “Takin’ a shower is important. Gettin’ a bullet I dug out of my damned porch can wait. Krieg won’t even be at his office for another hour and a half.”

      “Antonia, I need that bullet.”

      She looked at him sidelong as she picked up her cutting board and walked to the sink. She placed everything down into it, reached down into her apron, and pulled out a small pellet. Kane held his hand out and let her drop it into his palm. It was a normal round, nothing noticeably different about it. He turned it over, tried to find what Krieg had been talking about.

      Another dead end. Kane sighed. Back to square one.

      “What?” Sandra said. “What’s wrong?”

      “Krieg told me to bring this to him,” Kane said, looking up at her. “Said he could look at it and tell me how the shooter is keeping his rounds quiet.” He looked back down at the bullet, put his other hand in his pocket, and drew his rune on his amulet.

      “Aspectu aethereo.”

      The room shimmered, everything turning black and white. He kept his eyes on the bullet as it glowed in his hand. Small lines formed around it in a spiral. Scratches from the barrel rifling. The grooves would put a spin on the bullet, making it all the deadlier when it hit its target. Something else glowed near the front, small scuffs. Kane had never seen that before. They looked like tiny starbursts, faint, less defined than the rifling marks.

      Kane wiped his amulet and killed the spell. He looked up at Antonia and Sandra.

      “Don’t wait on us to eat,” he said. “I need to get Tabitha.”

      Antonia sucked her teeth and shook her head.

      “Oh Lord, Kane,” she said as she went to the oven. “Since I can’t talk some sense into you, at least let me send you with somethin’. You got to have breakfast. Can’t do right during the day, otherwise.”
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        * * *

      

      The morgue was cold, as usual. He stood in the far corner, leaning back against the wall with his arms crossed, staring down at the floor as he waited on Krieg to finish with the bullet. He tried to organize things in his head. Too much was happening at once, and it was starting to scramble up. He would usually lay down on the couch in his office to think, but his office was a hollowed out, burned shell of its former self thanks to Danwood and his Templars.

      Kane thought a few times about catching back up with Chris, sitting him down and talking to him about what he knew. He could expose Gentry and Chesterfield. A Magician and a Blood Priest both on the Oligarch payroll would be a giant story. The papers would go wild. It could rock the entire Northern Union. The country.

      Or, more likely, it would be ignored and written off as hokum and finger pointing. Considering the source would be The Rag, he doubted many outside the paper’s readership would pay it any attention. It would come and go like a fart in the wind.

      Then there was the gunman. What was his agenda? He’d had the perfect opportunity to finish Kane and he’d let him go. The man knew how to fight; knew how to handle someone larger than him. Kane was lean and muscular, but he was not a small man. The gun was unnecessary. The shooter could easily kill with his bare hands, knew how to handle himself in a fight regardless of the size of his opponent. But it would take longer. The murders were quick. No suffering, no performance. Just a dead target. All homeless. There was something more to it.

      A network? Like the prostitutes had been? Not likely. The homeless in the city were driven to Hidden Valley and the South End regularly. Supposedly, there were no homeless in the streets of downtown New Chicago.

      Supposedly.

      “This is fascinating,” Krieg said, staring down into his microscope. He turned the knob on the side, the small gears turning in unison as the scoped lens moved closer to the bullet. “Absolutely fascinating.”

      Kane looked up as Tabitha walked over and stood next to Krieg.

      “It’s a bullet,” she said. “What’s fascinating?” Her eyes widened suddenly, and she patted Krieg on the arm. “Ooh! Does it do tricks? Like one of those Mexican Jumping Beans I’ve heard about?”

      Kane looked at her. She had so many moments of some form of normalcy, and then the outbursts would come like a punch to the forehead.

      At least she wasn’t boring.

      Krieg looked up from his microscope, looking at her as if she’d come from another world.

      “Um…no,” he said.

      “What is it, Krieg?” Kane said before Tabitha could push Krieg further into confusion and blustering. He moved from his corner and around to the opposite side of the table from Krieg.

      The doctor shook his head.

      “The markings and scratches on this bullet are telltale, Kane,” he said. “I now know exactly what our friend is using to keep his shots quiet. And believe me when I say that it doesn’t make matters any better for anyone who might fall in his line of fire.”

      Kane stared at him.

      “Okay. I’ll bite. What is it?”

      “A silencer.”

      Kane blinked.

      “A what?”

      Krieg turned away and went to his file cabinet. He opened it, leafing through the files as he spoke.

      “A silencer. It’s a simple device, really. Screws right onto the barrel of just about any gun. A few simple modifications to the gun, and I do mean simple, and you can fire off every round without making a sound that can be heard more than a hundred yards away. If that. Ah!” He pulled a file out, closed the drawer, and moved back to the table. He opened the file, and Kane caught the name on the front page.

      “Hiram Percy Maxim,” Krieg said, glancing up at Kane. “An inventor. He and his father, Hiram Stevens Maxim, are credited with many inventions in the world of firearms, most notably the ‘machine gun.’” Krieg smiled a little. “That, my friend, was something interesting. A gun that uses its own recoil to maintain continuous fire. However, before their inventions could hit the market, things happened.”

      “Do tell,” Kane said.

      The doctor cleared his throat.

      “Keep in mind that I’ve been here for a while, Mr. Shepherd. I’m no spring chicken, after all. Both father and son went missing, as did the schematics and patent paperwork for their new inventions. Neither the silencer nor the machine gun went public. Their bodies were found under a bridge in 1905. Reportedly, both men had created test units for demonstration. The machine gun was scrapped due to the expense of building them. That, good sir, is all we know of that invention. As for the silencer? No one has heard a thing on it.” Krieg grinned slightly. “Though the irony of that is quite entertaining.”

      “Well, we’ve got something on it, now,” Kane said. “Any idea on how the thing is built?”

      Krieg shook his head.

      “Sadly, no. As I stated before, the schematics for the device were destroyed. Whoever murdered the Maxims wanted to make sure that their inventions never saw the light of day.”

      “Or wanted to make sure that they could control the damned things,” Kane said, looking up at Tabitha and Krieg. “Think about it: the killer gets his hands on two weapons and the schematics for them. Now he controls production, and he controls how these things work. I imagine the silencer is pretty straightforward?”

      “Indeed,” Krieg said. “I, myself, have seen another bullet with these markings. It was very close to the time they disappeared, maybe a week before. It was brought to me after the younger Hiram demonstrated it for the Special Forces in order for me to identify the differences in the markings left behind by the rifling and the device.” Krieg’s eyes locked on Kane’s. “But the older Maxim’s device. That, my dear boy, is a far more complex and terrifying invention. A gun that is capable of killing a crowd of people with the squeeze of the trigger. The force was enough to cut a testing dummy in half with a concentrated burst of fire. No crank needed. Nothing.”

      “What powered it?” Kane asked. “Steam?”

      Krieg shook his head and shrugged.

      “Another question I cannot accurately answer. All I can say is that no one will be safe, either alone or in a group, if Hiram Stevens Maxim’s invention has fallen into the wrong hands.”

      Kane let the thought sink in. A gun with the ability to fire like that could be catastrophic in a crowd. His blood chilled at the thought.

      “There is another matter that you should be aware of, Kane,” Krieg said, closing the file. “I am sure you are well aware that Danwood knows that you have returned to New Chicago.”

      Tabitha huffed.

      “He came right to my apartment. Sent his men in after me. One of them shot me through the arm. Rude.”

      “We may have had words,” Kane said. “Why?”

      “You must know that he has escalated your return all the way up to Commissioner Gentry,” said Krieg. “They are currently in the process of preparing a full raid of Hidden Valley. They plan to occupy the community until you are found.” He looked at Tabitha. “Both of you.”
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      The day was overcast, the clouds in the sky gray and threatening rain. The rain in the Northern Union was harsher than in the South, the smog in the air from the coal yards turning the rain more acidic and corrosive. It was why everyone in the North kept goggles with them, wore them when the rain began to fall. The acidic nature wasn’t enough to fully harm skin, but it would cause blindness if enough of the water got into the eyes.

      The sound of matics in the distance working tirelessly in the coal yards was rhythmic, steady and endless as Kane and Tabitha made their way towards the Walking Bridge area. It was all about to come to a head, and he needed answers before Hidden Valley became a war zone.

      Wilhelmina had those answers. She had to.

      “You could’ve told me Wil was here,” Tabitha said as Kane led her around a corner and down the slope that led to the area under the large bridge where Wil and her people lived. “I would’ve brought cookies or something.”

      “I don’t think she likes cookies,” Kane said, the memories of the Marsh Witch drinking vile concoctions in her home in Charleston flashing in his mind.

      “Don’t be silly, Kane,” Tabitha said. “Everybody likes cookies. And I make mine special!”

      “Your apartment is a wreck and your kitchen is destroyed,” Kane said. “How would you make cookies?” He shook his head, stopped, and rounded on her, holding his hands up as his mind seemed to reel from the distraction. “Why are we having this conversation? This isn’t important. Stop it.”

      Tabitha grinned and stepped up close to him, kissed him on the lips and scrunched her nose flirtatiously.

      “Because you love me. And because it’s funny when you get flustered. And cute.”

      And I need the distraction, Kane thought to himself. Don’t kid yourself, Shepherd.

      Kane shook his head again and turned, leading her the rest of the way down the slope and under the bridge. The homeless toiled about, talking to each other and trading goods. It reminded Kane a lot of the market at Charleston. The people he was watching had blankets, clothing, scraps of food here and there they’d either found or been given rather than items they’d crafted for sale. Wilhelmina’s barrel fire was out, the Mambo nowhere to be seen.

      The little girl from earlier wandered up to Kane, looking up at him with her large blue eyes, Wil’s possum cuddled in her arms. Kane knelt down so he could speak to her at eye level.

      “Hey, there,” he said. “Remember me?”

      She nodded, her expression still stoic, her eyes innocent.

      Tabitha moved next to Kane, bending down to speak to the girl.

      “Aren’t you sweet,” she said. “Oh, is that your pet? He’s so cute!”

      Kane glanced at the possum, the thing’s greasy looking, matted fur barely covering it’s pink and wrinkled skin. Cute. Right.

      “We’re looking for Wilhelmina,” Kane said before Tabitha could start up again. “Have you seen her?”

      The little girl nodded, turned, and pointed at the cold fire barrel. She turned back to Kane and grabbed his hand, pulling at him as she looked up at the sky.

      “What?” he said. “You want us to come with you?”

      She pulled at him again, not letting go of the possum as she grit her teeth and let out a grunt of frustration.

      “Okay,” Kane said, standing. He nodded to Tabitha. “Let’s go.”

      “Is she taking us to Wil?” Tabitha said.

      The area flashed white as lightning struck not far away. The loud crash of thunder shook the ground under their feet as droplets began to fall around them. Kane and Tabitha hurried behind the little girl as she led them under the bridge. The sky opened up, acid rain falling to the ground in sheets. Homeless pulled away from the opening, some covering their eyes until they were safely under the bridge. The storm picked up intensity, the falling rain heavy and dull gray.

      Kane heard Wilhelmina’s voice in the dark.

      “That stuff nasty. Eat your eyes, burn your skin. How y’all live up here with that shit fallin’ out the sky I will never know.”

      Kane looked around and saw the barrel fire going, the flames low and welcoming. Wil stepped out from the shadows, beckoned the homeless to her.

      “Come, my children. Warm yo’selves by this here fire.”

      Tabitha waved at Wil, grinning ear to ear.

      “Hi, Wil! Good to see you!”

      Kane looked from her to the Marsh Witch and back again.

      “I think ‘good’ might be a relative term,” he said.

      “For once, you got a good point, Kane Shepherd,” Wil said, stepping towards them. The little girl carrying her possum went to her and stood dutifully at the Marsh Witch’s side. The possum snuzzled her neck and curled into a ball in her arms. “Lexi here, she like you, Kane Shepherd. She say I can trust you. Truth is, I already done known that. But she don’t know you from Adam. Good girl, this one. Good judge of man.”

      “Glad I made the cut,” Kane said. “We’ve got information on the killer.”

      Wil raised an eyebrow, crossed her arms in front of her, and stared expectantly at Kane. He told her what Krieg had told him about Maxim and the Silencer device he’d invented.

      And his untimely disappearance.

      “This no good,” Wil said, shaking her head. “This white-man technology only meant for one thing: dealin’ death. And doin’ it quick and quiet. Why this man done picked your neighborhood?”

      Kane shrugged.

      “I have no idea,” he said. What I do know is that both sets of schematics are missing to this day, and someone has apparently gotten his hands on Maxim Junior’s silencer. I think it’s a safe bet to worry that someone might also have Maxim Senior’s machine gun concept as well. And the actual unit.”

      “I wonder if he could put them together?” Tabitha said. Her eyes widened, her hand going to her mouth as she gasped. “Oh Gods, Kane. That could be horrible!”

      Wil shook her finger at Kane.

      “You make no mistake, boy: they’s an agenda here. This man? Him got a plan. Got an idea of what he tryin’ to accomplish.”

      “I wonder if it’s connected to the Revolution around here?” Tabitha asked. “Maybe something to do with that event coming up? That conference?”

      Kane nodded.

      “Way more than likely. Frankly, given what we’ve been through the past few weeks, I’m inclined to think every bit of it is connected somehow.”

      “Which means this murderer is working for the Oligarchy?”

      Kane shrugged.

      “Maybe, but not necessarily. He could be a loyalist just trying to help them. He could be working for Gentry. Hell, he could just be some nut job who thinks he’s doing God’s work for all we know. The only common factor in all of his victims is that they’re all homeless.”

      Wil grinned, shook her finger at him again.

      “Think again, Kane Shepherd. Think harder. It never that simple, is it? Never so nice and neat like Mee-Maw used to keep her kitchen even when she cook.”

      Kane looked around. Wil wasn’t wrong. Every time he’d found a perfect solution to something, things had gone from complicated to confusing. Shallow to deeper than he’d wanted to go. The people under the bridge stared back at him, looking fearful and defensive. Mostly children huddled near the fire. Others lined the walls and clustered around the pillars that supported the bridge. He counted fifty people in the area. Maybe more.

      He heard Tabitha gasp, turned and saw her clutching the satchel with their Grimoires close to her as her eyes turned white.

      “So much…I can feel power. Kane. Someone here. Not Wil…” Her body jerked as if someone had yanked her by her shirt. She dropped the satchel, stared at Wilhelmina. “By Thor…so many voices…who?”

      “Tabitha?” Kane stepped closer to her, put his hands on her shoulders. “Tabitha. Wake up.” He shook her slightly. “Tabitha! C’mon!” He looked over at his shoulder and saw Wil grinning at them, anger building in his chest, boiling his blood. “Let her go!”

      “I ain’t doin’ nothin’ to that girl,” Wil said, her tone defensive. “Her power growin’, Kane Shepherd. Changin’. Goin’ from a pup to a fine huntin’ dog, it is.”

      “It’s…never been so clear,” Tabitha said, her white eyes wide, her lip trembling. “Hello? Who are you? Did you die? Did it hurt?” She shuddered, her voice going hard and deep as she answered herself. Her dialect changed, her tone more streetwise and firm as if she was impersonating an old man. Kane stepped back as she twitched, her body giving a jerk before she slumped over, her shoulders lowering into a slouch as she hung her head low.

      “Hell yeah, it did. Mindin’ my own business, I was. Countin’ the minutes on that old watch I had.” She looked up, staring straight ahead, her body tense, her expression hard. “Tick! Tick! Tick! Man come outta the shadows. Tock! Tock! Tock! Gonna pull that watch.”

      Her voice changed back to normal, airy and panicked.

      “You…poor man. Why?”

      Back to the man’s voice.

      “Need my watch. Gonna fight that man. Not gonna die. Tick! Tock! Tick! Hearin’ that gun get a bullet ready. Tock!”

      His watch? Why did he need his watch? Kane put it in the back of his mind, his heart pounding as he stepped towards Tabitha and put his hands on her shoulders, staring directly into her eyes as he spoke.

      “Tabitha. I need to speak to Tabitha. Answer me. Are you in there?”

      She twitched again, looking up at him, cocking her head to the side.

      “Who that?” the man’s voice asked. “Ol’ girl? Tick! Where my watch? Tock! Got to draw that—Tick! Tock!” Her lip trembled, her body shaking. “No sound but a whisper from that there gat.” Her head snapped back, her body limp as she went down. Kane caught her, pulled her to him, guided her gently to the ground.

      “Tabitha,” he said, shaking her. “Tabitha!”

      “Give her a minute, boy,” Wil said, standing over them. “She need a minute. Vision that strong gonna take somethin’ outta her.”

      Kane touched her face. She was still warm, still breathing. Her eyes fluttered open, her brilliant blues searching frantically.

      “Kane?” She winced, put her hand to her head.

      Kane nodded.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Ugh,” she said. “I feel like I just got hit by Thor’s Hammer.”

      “That was a vision from Hell, girl,” Wilhelmina said with a chuckle. “Ain’t no premonition, that one! You a Seer, girl!”

      Kane slowly helped Tabitha to her feet. She nodded, told him the headache was already fading away. He looked at Wil.

      “Seer?”

      “She speak to dead things,” Wil said. “Ghosts, Kane Shepherd. Them poor souls who can’t, or won’t, move on to that Afterlife.”

      “I’ve never done that before,” Tabitha said. She shook her head. “Nope, that’s not right. I have visions. I don’t speak to dead people.” She shuddered. “Ew.”

      Kane breathed out with relief. Same old Tabitha.

      Wil laughed.

      “You don’ need to have done it before,” she said. “Girl, if it in you, then it in you. And that man needed you. Him saw it, him spoke.”

      A tear rolled down Tabitha’s cheek as she looked at Kane.

      “That poor man.”

      Kane looked at her.

      “He said something about his watch. What was that all about?”

      Tabitha shook her head.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “It just kept rolling around in my head. Like I was asleep and dreaming about it.”

      “That man’s watch,” Wil said. “It something else…”

      Kane looked at her. Past her. Let her voice fade into a dull mumble as he focused his hearing into the darkness at the other end of the tunnel. Past the homeless lining the walls, muttering to each other. Mother comforted child. Friends spoke to each other. Some shooed others away. Past that. Footsteps. Boots crunching on gravel. Click-clack! Something slapped into place. Not a clip. Something else.

      A man stood, approached the figure.

      A loud breath. Muffled.

      Masked.

      Fft-fft-fft-fft!

      The man dropped under a hail of gunfire. People screamed as more whispered rounds fired off, three more people falling over dead as bullets peppered the area. Kane shouted, yanked Tabitha around and down.

      “Everybody down!”

      More bullets. People screaming as they ran. Kane glanced around, saw Wil spin and duck behind a pillar. Kane saw Lexi laying on the ground, her arms around Wil’s possum. She cried, screaming. More bullets chipped away concrete from the walls. Kane rolled onto his back, put his hand in his pocket, drew his rune on his amulet. He looked at Tabitha and nodded.

      “Aethereum Ignus!”

      Kane sat up and hurled a fireball at the shooter. The gunman ducked it, aimed at a group of homeless fleeing the tunnel. Kane prepared another fireball as Tabitha shouted.

      “Draugalega Frosti!”

      Tabitha got to her feet, flung the ice spear at the gunman. He turned just as the spear connected with his hands, recoiled. The gun was knocked away. He held the injured hand, breathing heavy from the pain. Blood poured from the wound.

      Kane stood, the fireball in his palm building to an explosive. He hurled it at the gunman. The man dove to the side as the fireball hit the ground and exploded, dirt and rock flying everywhere. He heard Wil shout something unintelligible, Lexi screaming in return.

      “No! No, I can’t!”

      “You get on yo’ feet now, girl,” Wil shouted. “You listen to this Conjure Lady!”

      More bullets sang through the air. Homeless dropped left and right, blood running in rivers as the rain hammered the ground outside. Kane ducked, swept his leg out. His shin caught Tabitha by the heels, kicked her feet out from underneath her. She landed on her rump as a stream of rounds hit the concrete where her head would’ve been. Kane looked around, saw Lexi screaming and crying as the gunman continued to mow down fleeing homeless. He made for her, shouting the spell as he went.

      “Ethereal Clypeus!”

      He held his arm up as the shield flashed from the bullets flattening themselves against the barrier. He scooped Lexi up off the ground and dragged her to Wilhelmina quickly. The gunman reloaded. Kane spun on his heel, the fireball already boiling in his hand. He hurled it at the shooter, caught the enemy unaware. The ground exploded. The shooter went airborne and landed in a heap several feet back. The man got to his feet quickly and lobbed something into the air. He turned and ran into the rain as soon as the object was out of his hand. Everything slowed as Kane watched the round ball come at him.

      The grenade.

      Kane hurled a fireball at the explosive, shouted at Tabitha to get down, and covered Lexi with his body. The fireball connected with the grenade. The heat from the explosion was nothing short of what he’d felt in while Charleston had burned around him. He looked up as the heat and flash subsided, listened for another burst of fire from the gun.

      Nothing.

      Kane looked around, the fallen littering the place. Men. Women.

      Children.

      A few ran into the rain, covering their eyes against the acidic water while others used coats as rain canopies as they made their escape. Tabitha went to Kane.

      “I can’t find him! I think he’s gone!”

      Kane looked around. He wanted to cast his Ethereal Sight, but he had two spells going already. He couldn’t afford to risk his amulet.

      “Take Lexi and Wil out of here,” he said. “Get them to Antonia’s. The basement. Keep it quiet.”

      “Ain’t no need,” Wil said. “Gots me a good place I can go. That man never find me.” She held Lexi close, the girl’s face buried in the Marsh Witch’s bosom as she wept, the possum still in her arms. “Or this sweet baby girl.” Wil looked back up at Kane. “You done stunned that man. Go get him, but don’ think for a minute him not spry.” Wil and Lexi vanished instantly, the smell of grass and pluff mud in the air where they’d sat.

      Kane looked at Tabitha, saw the tears running down her cheeks.

      “Kane,” she said, her voice cracking as she looked around. Kane followed her gaze to the dozen or so bodies that lay bleeding on the ground. He counted at least six men. Four women. Four children, maybe ten to twelve years of age. One of them looked to be in his early teens.

      Kane fought back the lump in his throat. They’d been ambushed. Attacked, the killer acting with no remorse or hesitation. He didn’t care who was in his way, who his bullets went to. It answered at least one question for Kane.

      They were dealing with a psychopath.

      Something caught Kane’s eye. He moved past Tabitha, stepped toward a man’s body. Something stuck out in the dirt from beneath him. Black. Metal. Kane reached down and pulled the strange gun out from underneath the body. The barrel was extended, the piece at the end of the barrel slightly wider than the original barrel. Kane looked down the rest of the gun. It looked like a rifle, but it had a strange drum-shaped canister attached to it. A pistol-grip handle was on either side of the drum, and the stock was no different than a rifle or blunderbuss. The thing was still warm to the touch.

      “Kane, look,” Tabitha said from behind him. He looked over his shoulder and saw that she’d found another drum identical to the one attached to the gun. “What is it?”

      Kane looked back down at the weapon.

      “I don’t know.”
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        * * *

      

      Krieg stared at the gun, adjusted the magnifier on his goggles as he leaned in closer.

      “This is a remarkable firearm,” he said. “Frankly, I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”

      Kane bristled.

      “It killed about fourteen people an hour or so ago,” he said. “I don’t think ‘remarkable’ is the word I’d use.”

      Krieg looked up and gave a solemn nod.

      “My apologies, good sir. I meant no insensitivity.” He motioned at the gun. “This is a Thompson Submachine gun. Also referred to as a ‘Tommy Gun.’ It was invented by John T. Thompson roughly three years ago. In fact, I speculate that he drew much of his inspiration and design from Hiram Maxim.” Krieg glanced at Kane. “Senior. Not Junior. Thompson and Maxim were friends, so it’s likely that Mr. Maxim shared his ideas and concepts with his chum.”

      Kane rubbed his eyes, already guessing where this was going.

      “This isn’t our machine gun, is it?”

      “Oh, heavens no.” Krieg shook his head. “No, my dear boy. This is far from it.”

      “What’s the difference?” Tabitha asked. She shuddered, crossing her arms in front of her as she stared bitterly at the Tommy gun. “It still killed a lot of people in a short amount of time.”

      “The difference is what this weapon fires, dear lady,” Krieg said. “This device is designed to used handgun ammunition. The general idea was to be able to load it in a pinch. Small caliber handgun ammunition is far more accessible than high-powered ammunition. The Maxim Machine Gun fires high-caliber, high-velocity rounds. Each bullet is roughly three inches or better, casing and all. It’s fed via an ‘ammo belt,’ if you will. No chambers or clips.”

      “How do you know all of this?” Kane asked, raising an eyebrow at Krieg.

      Krieg smiled.

      “Firearms are part of the job, good sir. I must know everything I can to identify bullets that kill my guests when they grace my humble office for examination. I also have quite the love of history, and firearms often play an interesting, yet unfortunate role.” He motioned to the Tommy gun again. “This device is no different in that regard.”

      Kane heard Tabitha sniff. He looked at her, saw her wiping tears from her eyes as she turned away.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice low. “I…I can’t look at it. I don’t want to look at it anymore.”

      Kane looked back to Krieg.

      “Adults weren’t the only targets today,” he said.

      Krieg stiffened, his eyes widening slightly.

      “Oh, dear God,” he said. “Horrible.” He moved back to the gun. “Kane, it disturbs me that you’ve brought this gun here.”

      “Why is that?”

      Krieg leveled his stare at Kane, his jaw set as he spoke.

      “You are not supposed to have this weapon. No one is.”

      Kane looked down at the gun, then back up at Krieg.

      “Do tell.”

      “John Thompson disappeared before this gun could be sold for mass manufacturing. He documented his design and the testing well. In fact, he did a far better job than the Maxims did. It’s why I know so much more about this piece than the inventions of the Hiram Maxim gentlemen. They were gone, along with their schematics, long before they could manufacture more than one unit.” Krieg pointed at the submachine gun. “This weapon, on the other hand, was not alone. John Thompson managed to create two before his disappearance. The original was flawed. It was notorious for backfiring. Based on your observations, I’m willing to say that this model is the second, if not a reverse-engineered unit.”

      “Which means that there’s a possibility another one of these floating around out there,” Kane said. “Swell.”

      “This leads me to believe that our gunman is somehow connected to the disappearances of our gunmakers.” Krieg stood straight. “Thompson vanished in the same manner as the Maxims: no trace, all of his designs, schematics, and notes gone.” Krieg went to his file cabinet, pointing to the ceiling as if he’d suddenly remembered something. He opened the cabinet and thumbed through the files as he spoke. “However, Mr. Thompson was a meticulous man.” He pulled a file out and closed the cabinet. “He made copies of everything before his untimely departure. Copies that he entrusted to me to keep safe.”

      “He was a friend of yours?” Kane asked.

      “Oh, a colleague, really,” Krieg said as he brought the file to the table and laid it down next to the gun. “He had an interest in forensic science, and we met at a crime scene a number of years before you came to New Chicago.”

      “I wonder if he’s our shooter?” Kane said, rubbing the stubble on his chin in thought.

      Krieg shook his head.

      “Not likely. You mentioned that our shooter could hold himself well in hand-to-hand combat. Mr. Thompson was what one would call a ‘Glass Jaw.’ It was why he had a love of firearms. He was an excellent shot, but unable to carry himself in a physical altercation.” Krieg stepped close to Kane. “No, my wager is that our gunman is connected to the disappearances of our three tinkerers. Find him, and we may get answers. But something else is troubling.”

      “Maxim’s machine gun.”

      “It’s missing, Kane. This gun you’ve recovered is a child’s toy by comparison. A plaything. What Maxim’s invention can do is far more devastating.”
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        * * *

      

      Tabitha fidgeted in her chair, staring absently out the window into the dimming daylight as she wrung her fingers and moved her leg rapidly. Kane watched her as she sighed and looked away, was well aware that something was bothering her.

      It was probably the same thing that was on his mind.

      She took them back to her apartment so she could get a few things, making sure that they ended up in the alleyway first in order to make sure that the police or Special Forces weren’t casing the place. The window was still blown out, the place a far worse wreck from their previous encounter. Tabitha went to her bedroom to get a change of clothes while Kane waited in the living room.

      Krieg’s information hadn’t answered the questions Kane was hoping for. In fact, while somewhat useful, it had only raised more. Three tinkerers gone, their inventions and files gone with them. What did it mean? Who would need that kind of artillery?

      The first and obvious guess was the Special Forces. That kind of weaponry would make them utterly invincible. Guns that could kill dozens of people with the squeeze of a trigger would ensure that no army stood a chance against them.

      Not even the Northern Union army, if they were still around.

      After the Oligarchs had fully taken the government over, the Union Army was all but shut down. Thousands of troops were decommissioned, many of them joining up with the up-and-coming Special Forces, a private army funded exclusively by corporate interests. It was a terrifying thought turned reality. A private army at the beck and call of men driven by wealth and greed.

      And nothing the people could’ve done to stop it.

      “Want to tell me what happened back there?” Kane said. “Before the shooter showed up?”

      Tabitha didn’t look at him as he spoke.

      “It was all so clear, Kane. He was there. He was talking to me. I saw everything through his eyes.” She looked at him, her expression haunted. “Everything.”

      “What happened?”

      “He was going to come to Antonia’s and ask for food. A place to sleep for the night, even if it was outside. The killer showed up and shot him.” She shook her head. “But there’s more.”

      Kane nodded.

      “Yeah, there always is.” He moved closer to her. “What was all that about his pocket watch? He…you…you guys mentioned it a few times.”

      “Oh,” Tabitha said, distracted. “That. Yeah. He was a Magician.”

      Kane froze.

      “Wait. What?”

      “The pocket watch,” she said, her tone casual. “It was his amulet. He wasn’t able to activate it in time. I don’t know what his element was, though.” A tear ran down her cheek as she fought to control her lip from trembling. “Now we’ll never know. Poor man.”

      Kane found another chair that had managed to stay intact during the fight, pulled it up, and sat down across from Tabitha. He leaned in close, kept his voice low as he spoke. He didn’t want to do anything that could risk upsetting her, or it would be morning before he got anything out of her.

      “Did you know there were more Magicians in New Chicago than just us?”

      She shook her head, her expression innocent.

      “No, not at all,” she said. “As far as I knew, it was you, me, and Jonesy.”

      Kane sat back in his chair. Another Magician in New Chicago. Again. First Daniel, now a homeless man. Who else? They were all but extinct…or were they?

      “If you think about it,” Tabitha said. “We’d be kind of silly to assume that we’re alone. It makes me wonder about this guy killing everyone.”

      Something clicked in Kane’s mind.

      “We need to find Wilhelmina again,” he said. “She’ll have her group with her still, probably more.”

      “Why?”

      Kane looked at her.

      “Because she’ll be able to confirm what I’m thinking.”
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      Finding Wilhelmina was a priority. Period.

      Kane had Tabitha transport them back to Antonia’s place. Out of every other location they’d been to, Antonia’s had proven to be the safest. Being a central personality in the prostitution ring in New Chicago had advantages, and one of those was having dirt on everyone of importance who decided to indulge in late-night activities with a lady of ill repute.

      “They ain’t gonna come here,” Antonia said. “Shoot. I’m a madam. I know things about them boys that would curl your toes.”

      Kane made Tabitha stay at Antonia’s. For once, Tabitha didn’t argue. Seeing the massacre under the bridge had shaken her. Tabitha had lost her infant daughter years ago and had watched their friend, Alastair Jones, take a sniper round to the skull. She was no stranger to death. Still, seeing children gunned down without hesitation or thought had shaken her. She’d barely spoken since the shooting. Kane wanted her to rest. Regroup.

      Heal.

      “She’ll be fine here,” Antonia said as one of her girls took Tabitha upstairs. “I’ll have my girls clean her up and get her right.”

      The sun was setting as Kane made his way back to the Walking Bridge. He breathed in the brisk air, looked up as a police airship appeared from behind a building. He ducked around a corner and waited for the vessel to move away before he continued on. Seeing a police patrol ship in South Hidden Valley was unusual.

      They were looking for him.

      A question stirred in his mind as the Walking Bridge came into view. If Danwood knew that Kane and Tabitha were back, why move forward with the planned raid on Hidden Valley? Come down on the place with the full force of the NCPD and the Special Forces? If they were looking for an excuse to wipe Hidden Valley out, remove the nuisance of the poor, what better excuse would there be than two Magicians being harbored by the people?

      Or three Magicians?

      Tabitha’s insane experience revealed disturbing news. A third Magician in New Chicago? Well, four if he counted Gentry. Still, it was a shock. Magicians had all but been wiped out. How many stragglers were still around?

      And what role did the killer play?

      Kane stopped at the Walking Bridge and took a deep breath. He’d have been surprised if the NCPD came to clean up the carnage left behind from the mass shooting. Danwood and Gentry didn’t give a shit about the homeless, and it wouldn’t be above Gentry to make the conscious decision to leave the dead where they lay as a reminder to the people of what being homeless can entail.

      It meant that the shooter wouldn’t have to worry about being hunted by the department. It meant that mass shootings in Hidden Valley were of no concern to the police, to the Oligarch-controlled government in the city. It meant that they might even let Hidden Valley cave in on itself, let the criminal run rampant and weed down the population. There was enough going on without a psychopath running around. How was he able to get guns that had never seen the light of day on a production line? Guns whose tinkerers vanished. Or murdered?

      Kane’s thoughts stopped short as he reached the bottom of the hill that led into the under-bridge area. He felt his chest go heavy as he looked over the carnage that lay in front of him.

      He hated being right so much of the time.

      The bodies hadn’t been touched, the blood now dry on the ground. The shattered forms were undisturbed, still laying in the positions they’d fallen in, their bodies still broken from the multiple bullet wounds. Wil’s barrel fire was dark, smoke wafting from the still smoldering embers inside.

      If Wil would be anywhere, she would be here. Waiting. Maybe.

      Or the Gunman would be back at the scene of the crime. Kane activated his amulet just in case.

      He approached the body of a man, avoiding the dead children near him. It was too much. After everything he’d seen, he dreaded searching them the most. He went through the man’s pockets, pulled out buttons and papers. A broken key. A spoon.

      “I’m pretty sure no one here has any cash, Shepherd.”

      Kane startled at the voice, stood, his Ethereal Fire cast and a fireball in his hand as he spun. Chris cowered back, his hands up in defense as he called out.

      “Hey, don’t shoot!”

      “You sneaky little shit,” Kane snapped, putting the fireball out. “I could’ve cooked you. What the hell are you doing here?”

      Chris looked out from behind his upheld hands.

      “I heard there’d been another shooting.” He dropped his hands slowly, looking around as his jaw slackened, his eyes widening as he took it all in. “Jesus. They didn’t say anything about this many people. And children.”

      “Who didn’t say?” Kane stepped closer to him.

      “The streeters up at the North end. Rumors of this shooting are already all over the place. I was going to report on it in The Rag. Break the story.” He rolled his eyes. “Lord knows the newsies at the New Chicago Tribune won’t touch it with a ten foot welding rod.”

      “Why not?” Kane said, motioning to the bodies. “This many dead? Why leave something like a killer on the rampage out of the news media? The papers would sell like crazy.”

      “Because the higher-ups paid more not to care. Besides, why should they care?” Chris said with a shrug. “He’s only targeting homeless. And he’s not being specific. If you’re homeless, you die. Period.”

      Kane shook his head.

      “I think there’s more to it.”

      Chris shrugged.

      “I believe you, but this is the reality: he’s not shooting up restaurants and gathering spaces in downtown. He’s focusing his efforts here. Therefore, the upper class doesn’t give a shit. Neither do the cops. Neither do the newsies. They can’t. If they were to report something like this, which risks swaying sympathy to Hidden Valley and, by extension, the Revolution, they could potentially have a real problem on their hands.”

      Kane couldn’t argue that point. He turned around and began searching the man again. Nothing. He moved on to a nearby woman. He knelt down and began going through the pockets on her skirt and moving on to a pocket in her coat.

      “What are you looking for?” Chris asked as Kane closed his hand around something small and round. He pulled the object out of the dead woman’s pocket and held it up. The stone was a blue sphere with silver vines wrapped around it. A long necklace chain was attached to the hoop at the top, also silver and clean looking. Kane peered closer and saw the small gears inside.

      An amulet.

      He looked back down at the woman, her broken body riddled with bullet holes. One had managed to catch her in the eye. She’d been dead before her knees gave out. At least it had been quick. Kane wondered what her element had been. Wondered what her casting language had been. Her heritage.

      He moved on, searched the next body. Nothing. Another. Still nothing.

      “Find something?” Chris asked.

      “No,” Kane said quickly. He didn’t need an underground newsie reporting something like this. He got to another body. A child. Ten or eleven years old. Kane couldn’t remember when he’d come into his powers. He knew that they could manifest in a Magician as early as seven years of age. The girl’s dirty brown hair was matted with blood that had once run from the wound in her neck. He counted fifteen wounds. Fifteen rounds that had torn through her body. He felt a lump in his throat, swallowed it back. A young life taken. Innocent. Victim of circumstance. This child had done nothing, dead for no other reason than being in the line of fire. Her eyes stared blankly at him, lifeless and blind to the world still living around her.

      He saw the pocket on her trousers bulging slightly. He breathed out slowly, gathering his strength. He reached out, gently slid his hand into her pocket, and pulled out the object. The amulet looked like a locket, its brass exterior stained with grime and exposure. He pressed the small tab on it, let the lid pop open. The amethyst inside was dark. He held the fireball in his other hand closer, saw the crack in the gemstone, the light refracting onto the tiny gears inside.

      Another one. Had to be. Kane had broken a few amulets during his childhood. It was part of learning to control the magic. Learning the limitations.

      Kane shook his head, sighed heavily as he reached to the girl’s face and carefully closed her eyes. It was starting to make more sense. Fury welled inside him, toiled and rolled in his stomach before climbing up his chest.

      How many? An idea came to mind. Kane stood and activated his amulet.

      “Aspectu aethereo.”

      The world shimmered and went to black and white, the bodies glowing a dull bluish color as if each had become a gas lamp. He held up the girl’s amulet, the thing glowing a brass color in his palm, the gemstone in the center black and shadowed. He looked around at the field of bodies that lay before him. Another lay a few yards away, a small brass-colored glow in the breast pocket of the man’s tattered coat. A woman near that man also had one. Another. And another. An older man clutched his in his dead hand, his fingers locked and clawed in rigor.

      Magicians. A lot of them.

      Kane wiped his amulet clean, looking back down at the little girl at his feet, her face seeming calm and serene now that her eyes were closed.

      “You’re going to report this.”

      “Well, yeah,” Chris said. “I’d planned on it.” Chris stepped around in front of Kane, his notepad out, his pencil ready. “Care to make a statement?”

      Kane glared at him, his jaw set.

      “Off the record.”

      Chris nodded.

      “You’ll remain anonymous.” He swallowed hard. “Don’t need my insides burned out.”

      Kane nodded, his hard gaze still on the newsie.

      “Good. This isn’t a statement. It’s a warning.”
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        * * *

      

      Sleep was fitful for Kane, coming and going like the tides he’d seen on the beaches in the South. The sounds of the matics in the yards stopped long before he’d dozed off the first time, but he’d woken to every small sound that most people tended to sleep through. The creaking sound of the house settling, the shuffle of footsteps outside the room as Antonia’s girls entertained clients, the low and dull thrum of airship engines as patrol ships moved in the sky outside looking for vagrants and curfew breakers.

      He felt guilty. He needed to be out looking for the killer. The Gunman. It was the only thing Kane could think of to call him.

      And he needed to tell Tabitha about what he’d found at Wilhelmina’s camp.

      Magicians. The first one, the black man in front of Antonia’s place, had been executed. No question. The people at Wil’s camp was part of an onslaught.

      “You write that this guy is killing anyone he sees out on the streets,” Kane had said to Chris. “Everyone needs to be in before curfew. Find a place to hide. Stay out of sight. And don’t talk to anyone. The Gunman is targeting…special people in particular. Make sure you emphasize that.”

      “Is he working for the Oligarchy?” Chris asked, reaching for his notebook again.

      Kane glared at him, and the newsie jerked his hand away from his satchel.

      “I don’t know,” Kane said. “I wouldn’t insinuate that he is. You’re already risking them coming after you, so I wouldn’t push it.”

      The sun seemed to mock him as it began to peer in through the window, the low light in the room warm and peaceful compared to the firestorm in Kane’s mind. He sat up, his body aching, his eyes tired from the lack of rest. He checked the clock on the bedside table. Six. Ralphie’s would be open. It would be early enough to not be noticed. Danwood was mouthy, and it wouldn’t surprise Kane at all if he’d said something to Ralphie that was useful.

      And Kane figured he Tabitha could use breakfast.
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        * * *

      

      Ralphie stood at the bar looking down at Kane, his large tattooed arms crossed in front of him.

      “That tubby bitch raided my diner because of you two,” he said, his effeminate voice still surprising considering his appearance. Kane wouldn’t want to run into Ralphie in a dark alley on a bad night. “He’s already got it in for me for bein’ a poof. Then you two come up in here and cause more trouble.”

      “These pancakes are always so good, Ralphie,” Tabitha said as she cut off another large bite and crammed it into her mouth. She chewed happily, giving Ralphie a thumbs up.

      “I make them with butter, not oil,” Ralphie said. “Helps the flavor. Now what the hell do you want, Kane?”

      Kane swallowed his bite of French toast and looked up at the large man.

      “Besides a coffee refill, I want to know if Danwood said anything when he was here the other night?”

      “About?”

      “About the killings. And anything else off color.”

      Ralphie grunted as Bette came by and refilled Kane’s coffee.

      “They don’t give a shit about any killings going on here,” Ralphie said. “They’re more concerned with the conference today. Rally. Whatever it is.”

      “That’s today?” Kane said. He rubbed his face. With everything going on, he’d lost track of time. “Damn.”

      “It’s okay, Kane,” Tabitha said. “I forgot, too. Oh, and I’d like to see if one of the girls has something nice I can wear. I hear it’s a formal event!”

      Kane pulled his hands away and looked at her.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      She looked at him innocently.

      “Why would I kid? I like dressing up.”

      “You got time,” Ralphie said, shaking his head at Tabitha, then looking at Kane. “It’s this evening. Supposed to be right outside city hall. The Revolution is gearing up to go protest.” His tone went dark. “And the police will be ready.”

      Kane’s ears perked up at that one.

      “Ready how?”

      Ralphie shrugged.

      “Dunno. I do know that Danwood was chattin’ away with one of his boys when— ”

      Bette’s voice cut Ralphie off.

      “Ralphie!”

      Ralphie spun on his heel as Kane stood, activated his amulet, and prepared to utter his Ethereal Fire. Tabitha turned in the booth, her eyes wide, her mouth still full of pancake.

      Police Commissioner William Gentry sat casually at the bar, smiling at them as he nodded his head at Bette.

      “Some coffee, my dear. Please. No cream.”

      Kane jumped up from the booth as Tabitha cried out at him.

      “Aethereum Ignus!”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t do that, Mr. Shepherd,” Gentry said, holding up a finger. “You could cause so much more trouble than you want on this…quaint little establishment.”

      Kane hesitated, letting his hearing stretch out. Around.

      Up.

      Man the cannon.

      Explosive round.

      Kane extinguished the fireball. Damn. They had Ralphie’s in their sights. Shit.

      “Very good, Mr. Shepherd,” Gentry purred, his British drawl making his voice even more silken and snakelike. “Like a well-trained dog.” He winked at Kane. “Or Wendigo, as it were.”

      Kane bristled.

      “I didn’t see him come in,” Bette said to Ralphie, her eyes wide and magnified behind her large glasses.

      “You wouldn’t,” Kane said, his eyes still on Gentry. “He’s a Magician. Probably has a spell that lets him travel.”

      It was Gentry’s turn to bristle.

      “That’s right,” Kane said to him. “I’m telling anyone who’ll listen. Your ass is cooked.”

      Gentry smiled at him.

      “Yes, so it would seem.” He nodded to Bette. “My coffee, please?” He leaned forward, his eyes wide as his smile grew. “Or I might turn you into something unnatural!” He chuckled as Bette poured him a coffee, her hand shaking as she sat the mug down in front of him. He thanked her and took a sip.

      Kane glared at him.

      “What do you want, Gentry?”

      “To talk,” Gentry said, his tone simple and straightforward. “I do forgive you for your response to my being here. I can understand how I may have caught you by surprise. Your attempt to keep your presence here in New Chicago a secret was laughable at best.”

      “So go ahead and have your shithead Templar goons come in and arrest me,” Kane said. “Where’s that steam engine that broke my ribs last time? I’d love a shot at him.”

      Gentry shook his head, clicked his teeth.

      “Tsk, tsk, Mr. Shepherd,” he said. “So angry. So much rage.”

      “Got a lot to be angry about,” Kane said back. “I’ve got a good mind that you’re the one behind the killings going on here in Hidden Valley. I damn well know that I’ve got you to thank for Captain Bill’s illegal arrest, and the murders of two hundred men in that shipyard you had the Special Forces torch.”

      “It would seem that I, and I alone, am the source of all of your problems,” Gentry said, taking another sip of his coffee. “Might I suggest that some self-reflection might be in order?”

      Kane grit his teeth as Gentry sat his coffee down and cleared his throat.

      “My son has disappeared,” he said, his tone even. “I’m to gather you had something to do with this?”

      “He may have had a mishap involving a knife in the face and being fed into an incinerator,” Kane said. “Oops.”

      Gentry nodded.

      “Just as well. He was becoming unmanageable.”

      Kane raised an eyebrow.

      “Richard was your son. You don’t care he’s dead?”

      Gentry shrugged.

      “He was an asset once. Then he became a handful. He served his purpose.” He eyed Kane. “To a certain point. The curse was a failure, obviously.”

      Kane shifted gears.

      “And now you have a Blood Priest in your ranks.”

      Gentry chuckled.

      “Chesterfield has always been a ranking member of the Special Forces. The leader, actually.”

      “And the religious zealots in the Capitol don’t have a problem with this?

      “What the Oligarchy doesn’t know won’t hurt them. Loyalty is everything.” He sighed. “This is all very interesting, Mr. Shepherd, but I did not come here for idle chat.”

      “Then what the hell do you want?”

      “I wanted to confirm, for myself, that you were indeed back in New Chicago.”

      “Well, here I am. Want to take this outside?”

      Gentry picked up his coffee mug and finished the last of it, setting it back down on the counter top as he stood.

      “As much as I would love to, I must pass on the offer.” He grinned. “I have a busy afternoon head.”

      Kane grit his teeth, cursed in his mind. He knew he’d have to play Gentry’s games to get anything out of him. He clenched his fists. He could fight Gentry, kill him. But Bette and Ralphie might also get caught in the crossfire. He couldn’t risk it. He kept his gaze steady on Gentry as he spoke.

      “You know I’m here. Why not just hit Hidden Valley with the full contingency? Come after me?”

      “And level the place?” Gentry said, feigning surprise. “Of all people, Mr. Shepherd, you know that I do not operate in that manner.”

      “Right,” Kane said. “It’s always a fucking game to you.”

      “Indeed.”

      Gentry pulled his amulet out of his pocket, smiling as he used a long and elegant finger to draw his rune on the face of it.

      “Næturferð!”

      A gale of wind swept through the diner. Gentry turned into mist before Kane’s eyes, the particles swept away and out the door by the howling gust. Bette cried out and ducked as Ralphie stepped back, his arm up to ward off any debris. It was over as fast as it had begun. Kane heard Tabitha speak up.

      “I know that one! ‘Nocturnal Travel!’ Not the focus word I would’ve picked, but to each his own.”

      “That was terrifying,” Bette said, standing up and straightening her glasses and hair. “That man scares the hell out of me.” She looked at Ralphie. “I want a raise. Hazard pay, Ralphie.”

      Ralphie grunted and looked at Kane.

      “Kane—”

      “I know, Ralphie,” Kane said, nodding. “We’ll finish up and clear out. Stay away until it’s over.”

      “No offense,” Ralphie said. “But I don’t need this kind of trouble. Got enough on my plate as it is.”
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        * * *

      

      Kane and Tabitha had finished their meals quickly and left Ralphie’s, going out the back door to avoid the possibility of even more attention to them and the diner. The airship above had turned out to be a Special Forces Gunner that was leaving as they made their way into the alley. Kane had noticed the copy of The Rag in the trash barrel by the back door right away.

      They’d wasted no time in getting the story out.

      Kane picked up the newspaper out of the trash can, scraped off the banana peel and coffee grounds, and read the headline through the stains.

      “Mass Murder at Walking Bridge! Gunman still at large!”

      He kept reading, feeling some relief that the newsie had stuck solidly to what Kane had told him, and had left out the part about Kane returning to the scene and searching bodies.

      He skimmed the article to the bottom, noting that Chris had worded Kane’s warning precisely.

      “Stay hidden after dark. Do not engage.”

      “What does that mean?” Tabitha asked, looking over Kane’s shoulder at the paper.

      “It’s what I was going to tell you before Gentry showed up,” Kane said. “There were Magicians in Wilhelmina’s group. Like the man you spoke with during your last vision.”

      Tabitha clapped her hands.

      “Yay! We’re not alone!” Her face fell suddenly. “Well, I guess we are now.”

      “I have a feeling there are more,” Kane said. “Which makes me think our gunman is a Hunter. A real Hunter. Not like the throwaways working for Thaddeus Douglas.”

      Tabitha’s eyes widened.

      “That means he’s looking exclusively for Magicians, right?”

      Kane furrowed his brow.

      “Right, but he’s also mowing down whoever gets in his way.” He rubbed his stubbled chin. “He had the perfect chance to kill me when I was able to fight him. He had the gun to my head and didn’t pull the trigger.”

      Tabitha clapped her hands over her ears.

      “I don’t need to hear this,” she said, stamping her foot. “La-la-la! I can’t hear you talking about almost dying!”

      Kane rolled his eyes.

      “Sorry,” he said, gently pulling her hands away from her ears. “I’ll stop.”

      “What about Chesterfield?” Tabitha asked. “Could it be him?”

      “Not big enough,” Kane said. “The Gunman is actually a little smaller than me. Knows how to fight.”

      A shout sounded from the other end of the alley. Kane put a finger up to shush Tabitha as she began to speak. He pointed to his ear. She nodded, activated her amulet, and stood back. Kane let his hearing stretch out to the end of the alleyway, past the wall, the street. Another series of shouts.

      “We won’t let them keep pushing us down!” A man. Young. Passionate. He looked at Tabitha and nodded toward the wall. She put her finger to her lips and nodded. Kane moved to the end of the alley and stared at the wall.

      “Aspectu aethereo.”

      His Ethereal Sight moved through the black and white wall and toward the mass of auras on the other side, the blur of colors becoming clear as he focused on the group. A young man stood on a box, talking to a small crowd of people. He was dirty, his clothing dark and stained from coal dust and grime. Shipyard worker. Had to be.

      “They make their wealth off our backs,” he was saying. “They tax us into poverty, arrest us for stepping foot into their part of the city unless we’re working there, and sometimes even if we are working!”

      A few of the crowd muttered agreement, some nodding.

      “Then they place a President without an election? I can’t speak for any of you, but you gotta be fucking kidding me!”

      The crowd grew louder, a few shouting agreements, one raising his fist in the air. Another cupped his hands over his mouth and shouted back at the kid.

      “Try bein’ black!”

      The rest of the colored people in the crowd shouted and nodded. The man speaking shook his head.

      “You couldn’t pay me to be colored and live here,” he said. “I hear you, and I see what they do. You have it worse than anyone.”

      “The homeless,” a woman said, speaking up. She wore rags, a long overcoat draped over her frail shoulders. “We’re hunted. They send a killer to wipe us out!”

      Kane focused on her. She looked familiar. White, dirty skin, skeletal, but that look in her eyes.

      That dialect.

      “Christ,” Kane muttered.

      Tabitha moved next to him.

      “What is it?”

      “Wil. Stirring shit.”

      Tabitha grimaced.

      “Ew. What kind of spell requires that?”

      Kane paused.

      “I mean…nevermind. I’m trying to listen. Shh.”

      “You’re not the only one who believes that the Oligarchs are trying to kill us off,” the speaker said. “Anyone who speaks against them. Anyone who speaks against President Frostmeyer. And then they scorch an entire shipyard. They kill two hundred men. Husbands. Fathers. Sons. Brothers. Enough! The Revolution isn’t moving fast enough!”

      “Kane Shepherd come back,” the woman, Wil, said. “He gonna get it rollin’ again. Gonna lead!”

      The man shook his head.

      “Not before tonight. No, tonight we can’t wait on one Magician to come fight our battle. We go in. We fight. We drown them out. We don’t stand down until Frostmeyer walks away from the podium. We show them that we have numbers. That we are the people of New Chicago!”

      Kane reeled his sight in as Wil shook her head and turned away, making her way through the crowd. The scene disappeared, the brick wall greeting him as he wiped his amulet clean.

      “We’ve got problems,” he said, turning to Tabitha.

      Wilhelmina’s voice echoed in the alleyway.

      “Ain’t no damn lie you got problems.”

      Kane looked over his shoulder, then turned fully as Wil made her way toward them. The white skin turned to ash, drifted away and revealed olive. The street rags turned into Wil’s dress, trinkets of bones and flora shaking and rattling as she walked. Her silver hair became long dreadlocks.

      Wil glared at Kane as she approached.

      “You got a shit storm tonight, Kane Shepherd.”

      “I gathered that,” Kane said.

      “These people need a leader, Magician,” Wil said. She pointed at him. “You. They lookin’ to you to guide them. But they impatient. Them want action. That man over there? Him tryin’ to take it up. Mean well. Good man. Gonna die like the rest.”

      Tabitha tugged on Kane’s sleeve.

      “Kane, we can’t let that happen.”

      Kane kept his eyes on Wil.

      “What do you mean ‘like the rest?’ What do you know?”

      “I know that a good many of the group I’d gathered under that bridge was Magician,” Wil said. “I know that man with them guns lookin’ for your kind. And I know that Euro-man you hate so much got a bad surprise for them people today. Him your biggest threat. And him gonna prove it in blood.”
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      Wilhelmina didn’t elaborate on her comment about Gentry. She’d kept it simple: he had plans, they were set in motion, and a lot of people were going to get hurt if the protest took place at the conference.

      Tabitha wanted to go back to Antonia’s, but Kane hesitated. Gentry knew that they’d gone to Ralphie’s. It wasn’t just happenstance that he’d shown up there. It meant that he had eyes in Hidden Valley tracking them. Possibly someone with a Seeker, a device that could track a locate magic users when they cast spells. The tinkerers who’d made the devices hadn’t counted on conjurers in their design, so a Seeker was no good on someone like Wilhelmina. Those who had power in their bloodline could be tracked with ease.

      Kane wondered if the Templars knew about Gentry.

      He and Tabitha followed Wil as she led them toward the South End and into the coal yards. Workers toiled away at the piles of coal, operating steam-powered matics that worked tirelessly, hammering into the ground, breaking up the coal, and scooping it onto the conveyers that fed the lumps into large metal containers to be shipped off to the airship depots around the city.

      “We had to come here,” Wil said over the noise of machinery and shouting workers. “Had to get away. These men, they hide us. They know us. They are us.” She stopped and looked sidelong at Kane. “Them work. Them struggle. Just like you. Just like me.”

      The opposite side of the yard consisted of hovels made of crates and tarps. People sat around, clumped together in groups inside the makeshift shelters.

      The Homeless.

      They looked at Kane and Tabitha, eyed them both. Kane could tell that some of them knew who he was, knew that he was a Magician. He would’ve put money on the idea that they, themselves, were Magicians looking for a fellow comrade.

      “Are they part of the Revolution?” Tabitha asked.

      Wil shook her head as she moved closer to a pile of rubble in the center of the camp. The little girl, Lexi, wandered out of one of the hovels and approached, the possum in her arms nesting its head in the crook of her elbow.

      “I’m a goddamned fool for not comin’ here instead o’ that bridge,” Wil said as she reached down and stroked the possum’s greasy looking fur. “Didn’t count on that shooter-man findin’ me.” She shrugged. “Live an’ learn.”

      “Wil,” Kane said. “The Revolution. Are the men in this yard part of it?”

      She looked at him.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Them don’t know. Revolution is broken. That trouble in Charleston done got ‘em all messed up. Scattered out. They don’ know what to do now. Ain’t got one idea between ‘em. They think they movin’ forward, and that nothin’ in Charleston done slowed ‘em up. They foolin’ themselves.” She eyed Kane. “They scared. They done seen what the Special Forces can do.” She looked down and hissed at the pile. The rubble shuddered, smoked, and caught fire.

      Kane looked around the yard again. Men, women, and children still watched them, cautious and guarded. They had a right. Kane showed up under the Walking Bridge, and the Gunman killed a dozen of them in seconds. Kane went to the empty apartment building, and the place went up in flames. It was as if his very fear were being made reality.

      Death followed him.

      “You’re doing it again,” Tabitha whispered to him. “Making that face. Stop it.”

      Kane shook his head.

      “Right,” he said. He looked at Wil. “How many of them are Magicians?”

      Wil’s eyes flashed. Her mouth broke into a grin.

      “I see you done got smart on this one,” she said. “Done looked closer than I give you credit for, white man.”

      “Wasn’t me,” Kane said, nodding to Tabitha. “I just put it together and went snooping. Now how many do you have down here?”

      “None that want anythin’ to do with this fight.” Will narrowed her eyes. “They want peace. They want to be left be.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Let them rich white men have this city. Let ‘em tax they own workers into oblivion, drive ‘em off. Them men in them ivory towers buildin’ up they own downfall.”

      “In the meantime, we still suffer,” Kane said. “People are being killed for no reason other than living, and people live in poverty. It’s still legal to kill Magicians, and now it’s a witch hunt. All someone has to do is accuse, and it’s done.”

      “That’s always been,” Wil said. She nodded to Lexi. “At least she say so. You just now paying attention, Kane Shepherd.”

      Kane glanced down at Lexi. She pulled a trinket out of her pocket, rubbed her finger on it while cradling Wil’s possum in her other arm. She put the trinket away, muttered under her breath, and opened her hand as a small fireball began to swirl in her palm.

      Tabitha clapped her hands excitedly.

      “Oh, neat! Kane’s element is fire, too!”

      Lexi looked at Kane, her mouth turned up in a faint smile as she closed her hand and extinguished the fireball.

      “This killer not what you think he is,” Wil said. “Him a distraction. Got one job: keep you away from the truth.”

      “And what’s the truth?” Kane asked.

      Wil shrugged.

      “Dunno. This just my opinion. Take it light.”

      Kane nodded, though he put what Wil said into the back of his mind. The last time she’d voiced her opinion, Kane had turned into a giant werebeast and almost killed Tabitha. He knew better than to write her off as a lunatic.

      Not that she wasn’t. Wil was just more worldly than most of the lunatics Kane knew.

      “You got a conference to go to,” Wil said. She held her arms out as the burning pile of rubble began to fade. “Let me know how it go. I don’t want nowhere near that shitshow. But that man talkin’ pretty? Him walkin’ into a death trap.”
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        * * *

      

      The transport lumbered through the air, the airship moving slowly between the skyscrapers of downtown New Chicago as it made its way towards the next depot. Kane stared out the window at the city below, the last shadow of Hidden Valley moving past beneath them and giving way to lights and lively city life. The airship, itself, was crowded, the low thrum of multiple conversations making it hard to hear. No one noticed the two women standing at the window, both dressed elegantly, their hands on the suitcases next to them.

      Kane sighed.

      “I’ve never been a woman before,” he said, still not used to the high pitch of his new voice. “This is different.”

      “I’ve always liked it,” Tabitha said, pushing her new dark curls out of her eyes. She reached up to Kane’s now-small neck and adjusted his necklace. “Besides, I didn’t have a man handy to model you after when I cast the spell. Becky will have to do. It was nice of her to volunteer for it. I never thought Antonia would let her. And it was funny watching you put on a corset.”

      It would’ve been easier to have Tabitha transport them, but Kane knew that the down side of that would be the risk of appearing right in front of a group of guards. The front of City Hall would be swarming with Special Forces, which would make it harder to get around without being noticed. Plus, Kane wanted to be on the transport going in just in case he might overhear someone getting chatty about the setup on the ground. Size of the area. Number of people.

      Guard stations.

      Kane looked at the reflection in the window, a young, thin brunette staring back at him.

      “I can’t breathe.”

      “It’s a corset, Kane,” Tabitha said. “You’re not supposed to. Besides, you’re the one who got the bigger boobs. That doesn’t help.”

      Kane put a delicate hand to his forehead.

      “Christ, I have boobs.”

      “I like my normal ones better. These are too small.”

      “Can we change the subject?”

      “Sure! Want to stay this way until you start your period? That might be really different for you!”

      “Not helping.”

      Tabitha grinned mischievously, putting her arm in the crook of Kane’s elbow. A couple of passengers looked at them with raised eyebrows. Kane nodded at them, patted Tabitha’s hand.

      “Look out the window, dear sister,” he said, playing the part. The onlookers seemed to sigh in relief, turning back to their conversations.

      The speaker above them crackled to life.

      “Please secure all belongings and make ready to disembark. Docking at port in T-minus five minutes.”

      Kane stepped closer to the window, moving his billowing skirt out of the way as he looked down at the city below. City Hall loomed in front of the airship, the dock only a block away. The tower was the largest in the city: the spire guarded by four gargoyles. A crowd had already amassed below as crew on the platform flagged her in. There were hundreds of people gathered, the camera flashes from newsies trying to get the best shots bright enough to be seen from above.

      Kane stretched his hearing down to the crowd on the platform. People chattering, laughing at dull and dry jokes. When will it start? What does the President have to show us? New development?

      Don’t let him talk. Drown him out. Show him we won’t take this anymore.

      Kane focused in hard on the naysayers, recognized the voice of the young man from earlier.

      “This isn’t anything more than a celebration of them pushing us to the ground,” the kid said. “There are twenty of us, and hundreds of them. But we can still be louder. Show no fear. They want us to be afraid, and we’re not going to give in to them.”

      “Shit,” Kane said as he reeled his hearing back in. “Damn it. They’re already here.”

      “What do we do?” Tabitha asked.

      “Hope they don’t cause too much of a stir,” Kane said. “We need to stop them. I don’t know what Gentry has planned for them. Stopping them shouldn’t be too hard.” Kane stretched his hearing back down as the kid began to speak again.

      “The time for complacency is over. Did you bring it?”

      Another responded. A man. His voice was deep and resonating.

      “Yeah, right here. Can plug a rat from a mile away, you pick which eyeball.”

      Kane heard the telltale sound of a gun being readied. With the kind of range the other man was bragging about, it had to be a long rifle.

      “Start up when he gets into the mic,” the leader said. “Get the chants going, and bunch up until I can get a clear shot. When I give the word, be ready to scatter.”

      Kane felt the blood drain out of his face.

      “Oh. Fuck. Me.”

      He didn’t realize how loud he’d said it until he saw a few of the older passengers stare at him, appalled that a young lady would use such vulgar language.

      Tabitha touched his arm.

      “What is it?”

      “They plan to kill Frostmeyer,” Kane whispered, looking into her eyes. “They’re going to kill the President.”
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        * * *

      

      The passenger ramp was crowded, the people flowing off the ship and onto the dock as conversation of the upcoming conference filled the air in a clustering hum. Kane and Tabitha smiled and nodded dutifully to the women who acknowledged them, and the men who looked them over hungrily.

      “Looks like I may require an evening of hospitality at the Mermaid,” a man said from behind them. Kane looked over his shoulder, taking a cue from Tabitha and scrunching his nose flirtatiously as he batted Becky’s eyes.

      “I look forward to seeing you there, good sir.”

      Touch me and I’ll break every bone in your body, Kane thought.

      “That was good, ‘Becky,’” Tabitha said, smiling at Kane as they walked. “You act like you’ve done this before!”

      Kane didn’t respond, his mind still whirling around. Stopping suicidal protesters was one thing. He could manage that. Simple. But where had the idea of killing Frostmeyer come from? The guy hadn’t said a thing about that earlier when he’d been ranting in the street.

      The President. He planned to assassinate the President.

      Killing Frostmeyer wouldn’t solve anything. In fact, it would make the situation catastrophically worse. It would ignite open war. Bloodshed. Kane could see it now. Chaos. Rioting. Chesterfield marching a legion of Special Forces troops into Hidden Valley, killing anyone they saw. Any hope of rebellion would be gone with a single round.

      He had to formulate a plan, and he had to do it now.

      “Stay with me until we get to a good spot where you can change us back,” Kane said, keeping Becky’s voice low. Tabitha nodded as he spoke. “Once we’re down there, we need to find that kid who’s leading the protest. There’s at least twenty of his group.”

      “What about the other thing?” Tabitha asked, her tone cautious. “Killing Frostmeyer? You were kidding, right?”

      Kane ignored her as they stepped out onto the skywalk. The walkway was covered, glassed in, and loud from the throng of people in animated conversation. The railing on either side was a polished brass, the carpet underfoot a deep red. A line of people gathered in front of the elevator that would take them down to the streets below. Kane waited until the doors opened again, the lift operator motioning to people to board.

      “Order, please,” the man said. “Enter in an orderly fashion, ladies and gentlemen. Order.”

      Kane tugged lightly at Tabitha’s hand and moved towards the lift. A man stepped in his way, his back to him, broad and bulging through the suit. The seams on the jacket threatened to split under the strain, and the back of the man’s thick neck was sweaty.

      Danwood turned and grinned and Kane and Tabitha.

      “Evening, ladies,” he said.

      Kane fought back the urge to vomit. Danwood in a suit?

      “A fine evening, Lieutenant,” Tabitha said, giving a small curtsy as she slipped easily into her role. “I recognize you from the newspapers! Why dressed so well, good sir? Are you off duty?”

      “Not so lucky,” Danwood grunted. “I’m supposed to speak. Got run late thanks to a situation.”

      Who the fuck would want to hear anything you have to say? Kane thought.

      “Oh, my,” Tabitha said, feigning shock. “Nothing serious, I do hope!”

      “A bunch of homeless got gunned down in Hidden Valley,” Danwood said, waving his hand dismissively. “Who gives a shit? Hope some of them were Magicians. At least do us all that favor.”

      Kane’s fists tightened by his sides, his muscles tense. He hid his hands in the folds of his skirt and smiled sweetly at Danwood.

      “One hopes the stress of the day wasn’t too hard on you, my dear Lieutenant.”

      Danwood grinned at him, put the unlit cigar in his mouth in an attempt to look dashing.

      “Where might you be heading this evening, doll?”

      “The Mermaid, of course.”

      Danwood’s grin grew broader.

      “I may meet you there after the event. Stretch out, have a drink or twelve.” He looked Kane up and down, taking in the view of his female outward appearance. Kane felt his skin crawl, knowing that Danwood was undressing him with his eyes. “Hell, I could go for some private, personal attention.”

      Kane ignored the urge to find the nearest shower and gave Danwood a nod.

      “Of course. I look forward to it, good sir.”

      Danwood stepped aboard the lift, his girth taking up the remainder of space. He looked expectantly at Kane and Tabitha.

      “Ladies?”

      “We’ll take the next one,” Tabitha said, fanning herself flirtatiously. “I believe my sister and I require a powder after encountering such a gentleman as yourself.”

      Danwood was still smiling when the lift doors closed.

      Tabitha giggled.

      “I think he likes you.”

      “I think I’m going to be sick,” Kane muttered.

      Tabitha looked at him, smiling wryly.

      “You’ve been a girl for about two hours. It gets easier when you’ve been one your entire life.”

      It was several minutes before the lift doors opened again. Kane and Tabitha made sure to be the first in, pressing to the back of the car as more people gathered aboard. The operator shouted over the conversation, asking for calm and order as he pressed the button to take the lift to the ground floor. The doors opened to a station area, the vaulted ceiling painted with clouds to mimic an orange and red evening sky. The large columns made of polished oak were decorated with carved cherubs and forestry, a burning gas light on each side. People milled about, waving down carriages drawn by clockwork horses or calling to others to inquire about dinner arrangements after the event. Kane overheard some talk about going to the Mermaid. The bar would be busy tonight.

      Tabitha led Kane towards a door marked “Powder.” The door opened and closed repeatedly as ladies came and went, each dressed in flowing skirts, blouses, and corsets. Most had their hair up, their goggles on top of their heads in case of rain. One nodded to the two women rushing in, smiling at Kane as they went.

      “Becky! Good to see you!”

      Kane glanced at her.

      “And you.”

      “Will you be at the Mermaid later?”

      Kane shrugged.

      “Why not? I need a drink.”

      The woman blinked, giving Kane a look of mild confusion as she turned and went about her way. Tabitha pulled Kane through the door, led him through the small room to a stall at the end. They crowded in, closing the door behind them. Once the last lady left the room, Kane looked at Tabitha.

      “Okay, reverse the spell.”

      Tabitha’s jaw dropped.

      “But you’re so pretty!”

      “Just do it.”

      Tabitha huffed, crossed her arms in front of her, and uttered the counterspell. “Sýnið mér sannleikann."

      Kane looked down as his courtesan garb began to shift and fold in on itself, turning into pants and boots. His blouse and corset became his white buttoned shirt, and his long curled hair shortened, his hat appearing on his head and his goggles moving down around his neck. His frame grew to its normal size, his muscles growing larger and his face breaking out in stubble. He watched as Tabitha turned into herself, her long, flowing and wavy blond locks replacing the dark hair she‘d had only seconds ago.

      “Better?” she asked as she straightened the goggles on her head.

      Kane spoke, his normal voice a welcome relief.

      “We need to get to the conference right now.”

      “Are they really going to kill him?”

      Kane nodded.

      “We’ve got to make sure it doesn’t happen. It’s not worth the risk.”

      Another person entered the bathroom. Kane motioned to Tabitha to keep quiet, waited until the user washed her hands and left before he spoke again.

      “Come on.”

      They left the bathroom, moving quickly through the crowd at the station. Kane kept his head down, his hat pulled low as he led Tabitha towards the station entrance and onto the busy sidewalk and street of New Chicago. Carriages and clockwork horses moved towards City Hall, throngs of people flooding the ornate garden in front of the building. A large fountain graced the center of the courtyard, a statue of an old man pouring a neverending flow of water from an urn into the pool at his feet. Newsies clustered at the front steps, furiously taking notes and shouting questions to staff as police worked to urge them back and keep order. Citizens gathered in front, some wealthy, others in the upper working class that managed to make enough of a living to stay out of Hidden Valley and in the good graces of their masters. These were people that Kane often wondered about. They were loyal to the Oligarchy, supportive of the corporations taking over the government, and blind to the fact that their wages were still not enough to give them any clout or standing in the social circles occupied by the men who ruled the Northern Union.

      “People will always work against their own best interests,” Jones had said once, his tone gruff as he’d lit his cigarette. He spoke through the large cloud of smoke in the air. “It’s human nature, Kane. Tell ‘em what they want to hear, make it sound pretty, and watch the little sheep fall right in line. Especially if you make it clear that you don’t like the people they don’t like. Give ‘em someone to look down on, and they’ll let you rob ‘em blind.”

      Kane led Tabitha across the busy street and into the courtyard, looking for the protesters as he went. A small group of people gathered in the far corner of the courtyard, roped off and separated from the rest of the crowd. Kane recognized the ring leader from earlier. The kid was yelling at the cop trying to keep things under control.

      “We have a right to be here,” he shouted in the officer’s face. “It’s our constitutional right! We have Freedom of Speech!”

      “Not here, you don’t,” the officer said. “You stay over here and keep it down. You wanna hold signs and sing songs? Be my guest. But when President Frostmeyer speaks, you shut your shiteater and listen.”

      Kane moved to the rear of the protestors, Tabitha close behind him as the number of people in the square grew. There had to be over a thousand standing, waiting, all involved in a multitude of conversations. Focusing his hearing wouldn’t be impossible, but it would take him longer to drown out the noise.

      He shouldered his way through the protestors, moving to the leader up front. The kid turned away, nodding to another man as a cop he’d been shouting at moved on to take care of a few newsies that had gotten past the police tape. The kid’s eyes fell on Kane and widened as he seemed to recognize him instantly. It caught Kane off guard. He’d never met the guy before. Didn’t know him from Adam other than when he’d seen the kid preaching revolution in the street earlier.

      “Well I’ll be damned,” the kid said. “Kane Goddamned Shepherd. I didn’t think you’d be stupid enough to show up to this.”

      “It’s amazing what an idiot I am,” Kane said. “Still smarter than you.”

      “Go on,” the kid said, his stare intense.

      “You need to back the hell down,” Kane said. “Killing Frostmeyer isn’t the answer.”

      The kid blinked, his mouth opening slightly in surprise.

      “How the…how the fu—”

      “No time,” Kane said, cutting him off. “You need to stand down right now.” He looked around as the protesters gathered closer. “All of you need to clear out. It’s not safe.”

      “Kane’s right,” Tabitha said, stepping up beside Kane. “You’ve all got to leave. Now.”

      “You two are full of shit,” the leader said, his tone angry. Challenged. “There’s no way we’re leaving. We came here for a purpose. We need to be heard, to make our point. And killing Frostmeyer is the best way to get things across.”

      “All I heard was ‘We’re here to start a fucking war that will end with Hidden Valley being a memory,’” Kane said. “You’re going to get a lot of people killed. You’re not thinking this through.”

      The kid stepped closer to Kane, met his stare as he put his face close enough to almost touch nose-to-nose.

      “I know what the hell I’m doing,” he said. “Do you?”

      Kane saw something in his eyes. He’d seen that hunger before, but not in someone looking for a fight. He’d seen a similar look recently, but it’d been combined with the look of someone who had an agenda. It clicked in his mind, filled him with anger at both the kid and at himself for not seeing it sooner.

      “Back up,” Kane said, his fists clenched. “You’re out of your league, here. Chris.”

      The kid flinched, stepped back, a smile on his face as his skin rippled. His clean-shaven face changed, a beard growing instantly as his shaggy blond hair grew down to his shoulders. His build changed, growing skinnier as his clothing shifted from dirty shipyard garb to faded trousers and a blue button-down shirt.

      The newsie looked at Kane, grinning.

      “How’d you guess?”

      “That you were a Magician? I didn’t. I figured you’d just had a bath for a change. You’ve got balls, I’ll give you that. Practicing magic in broad daylight in the middle of New Chicago? They gotta be made out of brass.”

      Tabitha glared at Chris.

      “You’re a jerk,” she said. “And you’re leading these people into a trap. Listen to Kane and clear out!”

      “What’s she mean, Chris?” one of the men said from the group.

      “Nothing,” Chris said. “All of you check your amulets. Make sure they’re activated just in case. We do this clean, like I said.”

      “I’m going to stop you,” Kane said. “This is your last chance. Don’t make me—”

      Danwood’s voice carried across the square, the crowd growing quiet as he spoke.

      “Ladies and gentlemen: we thank you for your attendance this evening.”

      Kane looked past Chris as the newsie turned around. Kane saw Danwood on stage, staring down hard at a paper on the podium in front of him. He cleared his throat. Kane grinned as the Lieutenant struggled through the notes like a fifth grader taking his turn to read aloud.

      “This is a special night for New Chicago,” Danwood said in clear and graveled monotone. “Change is coming that will better the city. Renovations of older neighborhoods, and restructuring of city operations and infrastructure will ensure progress and prosperity for all citizens. The New Chicago Police Department is fully cooperating with and supports President Frostmeyer in this endeavor. Thank you.”

      Danwood turned away from the podium awkwardly as a group walked down the steps behind him. Kane recognized Gentry immediately, the serpentine smile on the old man’s face as he offered a chair to a middle aged man with black hair highlighted by gray on the sides.

      Frostmeyer.

      Chesterfield joined them, decked out in his polished brass armor. He carried his helmet and mask in his arm, his black hair slicked back and his face clean-shaven. The man was large, muscular, standing a good foot taller than Gentry. He had a scar down the center of his face, stretching from the top of his forehead to the bottom of his chin as if he’d gotten a knife to the face.

      Probably before he’d realized he was a Blood Priest.

      Frostmeyer nodded to Chesterfield and Gentry before standing up again. Danwood nodded to the President, left the podium, and took a seat next to Gentry. Frostmeyer stepped up to the podium, cleared his throat, and addressed the crowd.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen.”

      Kane looked back at Chris and the others. They began to grumble, some of them stepping forward, tense and fidgeting. They were ready to start shouting, start their protest.

      Kane shook his head. No. Chris held up a hand, backing the others down. He glared at Kane, his posture and expression determined, anticipating.

      Frostmeyer continued.

      “We have a lot of wonderful things planned this evening. Shall we begin?”
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      “I urge you to consider the times,” Frostmeyer said, looking out over the crowd. “I urge you to reflect on where we are.”

      “Let this happen, Shepherd,” Chris said, his voice a low growl.

      Kane looked over his shoulder at the newsie.

      “Stand down,” he said. “I’m telling you: this will turn bad.”

      “Listen to him,” Tabitha said. “You can’t win this.”

      “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Chris said, his eyes still locked on Kane. “We have to do this.”

      An officer approached the picket line. Kane pulled his hat down, put his hands in his pockets, and stepped back into the crowd casually as the officer looked directly at Chris.

      “No talking when the President is speaking.”

      “It’s Freedom of Speech, asshole,” Chris said. “Check your First Amendment.”

      “I’ll tell you what,” the officer said, gritting his teeth. “I’ll give you the Freedom of Shutting the Hell Up. When the President talks, you listen.”

      Kane glanced at the officer’s hand, saw the cross tattoo. A Templar. Shit.

      He put his hand on Chris’s shoulder and whispered in his ear.

      “Say ‘yes sir’ and shut the fuck up. We need him to go away.”

      Chris worked his jawbone in agitation, shook his head, and looked at the cop.

      “Yes sir. Sorry, sir.”

      “God damn right, you’re sorry,” the officer said, turning away as he muttered under his breath. “Sack of shit.”

      “Hidden Valley, and other neighborhoods like it, have become a blight on this city,” Frostmeyer continued, “on the Northern Union. Crime runs rampant, those places full of people longing to take from those of us who work hard for what we have. As I said a moment before: we must work to improve these areas and grow our city and nation.”

      “I don’t like the sound of this,” Tabitha said, gripping Kane’s hand, her eyes locked on Frostmeyer.

      Kane glanced from Frostmeyer to Gentry. The commissioner stared at Kane, his eyes flashing, a smile on his face.

      “Something’s up,” Kane said. He looked at Chris. “We need to get out of here. Right now.”

      “Says you,” Chris said. “We’re here for a reason, and we aren’t leaving.” A few of his group muttered in agreement.

      “Magicians aren’t bulletproof, moron,” Kane growled. “You’re putting your people in danger. Stand. Down.”

      “The Southern shipyard was a preventable tragedy,” Frostmeyer was saying. “We were left with no choice. The Revolution had taken control, was inciting violence. People died, killed at the hands of those who would harm us and end our way of life: Magicians.”

      Here we go, Kane thought as a few of the crowd called up their agreements to Frostmeyer. It would’ve surprised Kane if anyone outside of Chris’s group dared to shout or mutter some sort of disagreement with the President. Fear was a powerful tool, and the leader on the stage wielded it well.

      The President motioned to Chesterfield, who nodded to him.

      “I was informed by General Chesterfield of the Special Forces that it was impossible to determine and single out the Magicians on the ground due to their numbers, and that total annihilation was the unfortunate and only choice his men had. Our Thoughts and Prayers go to the families.”

      Kane heard something. A click. Something sliding into place. Latch. Lock. His heart raced, his senses on high alert. A gun. Some kind of gun.

      A large gun.

      He looked at Tabitha. She looked up at him, shook her head, and mouthed, “what’s wrong?”

      Kane looked around, the world moving slowly around him, seconds dragging into days. Frostmeyer speaking, spouting his hot air. Gentry staring at Kane, grinning. The crowd cheering at something the President said. Kane put his hand in his pocket, drew his rune on the amulet. The gears whirred to life, the amulet warming slightly to the touch. He had to channel his power, had to tax the spell to the fullest, try to charge it like he could his fireballs. It had to work. Too many casualties at stake. The front of the crowd as a good ten feet from the steps. Kane could see something across the square from him and the protesters. Something large under a browned, worn canvas tarp.

      A clear shot. Dear God, it was a clear shot.

      Kane heard the sound of a lever being thrown. A clockwork horse galloped off into the night, pulling the tarp aside. The device underneath was large, built up on two wheels like a cannon, but the barrel was smaller. A row of bullets hung from the side like chains, like the Gatling guns of the Civil War, but this weapon was different. No wheels. No cranks. One barrel.

      Krieg’s words rang in his memory, the vision of a dozen people under the Walking Bridge falling at once flashing in his mind.

      “A gun that uses its own recoil to maintain continuous fire.”

      Had to work. No time.

      “Ethereal Clypeus!!”

      Kane bellowed the spell as if he were breathing fire at the machine gun, spread his hands wide to cast. His voice was drowned out by thunder as hundreds of rounds spewing from the machine gun. The shield was massive, large enough to barely cover the entire group of protesters, rippled as a spray of bullets wiped across the surface like a knife trying to cut through. The hellish machine kept firing as the shield shook, the power weighing on his body, his amulet hot in his pocket. The crowd screamed, the square in pandemonium as a few souls in the front caught rounds and fell, dead before they knew what hit them. Chesterfield and Gentry made for Frostmeyer, yanked him to the ground as bullets sprayed the podium. Kane heard the shots coming from behind him, heard Tabitha screaming at Chris.

      “What are you doing?! Odin’s beard, you’re going to get us killed!”

      “I can’t hold this up for long,” Kane shouted, his arms beginning to shake from the weight of the spell. He heard Chris behind him, heard the commotion of protestors ducking, some screaming in terror as the bullets continued to pound the shield.

      “Now’s our chance,” he shouted at Tabitha. “We have a perfect shot as long as Kane holds up that shield!”

      “I’ve got bad news for you, kid,” Kane said. “The minute this shield is down, we’re fucked.” His arms strained, his elbows threatening to buckle. “To hell with the President, aim at the goddamned Gunman!”

      Kane saw Chris out of the corner of his eye. The newsie shouldered the rifle, aimed in the direction of the Gunman. People ran in a panic, screaming and pushing as they tried to flee. Kane saw bodies lying on the ground, trampled and ruined. The shield waved and rippled as ammunition pounded relentlessly.

      “I can’t get a clear shot,” Chris said, staring through the sight on the rifle.

      Kane heard Tabitha behind him.

      “Draugalega Frosti!”

      An ice spear sailed by his head, through the shield, flew at the machine gun. It hit the ground next to it and shattered. Kane saw the Gunman stagger from the shards of ice flying through the air at him, bits of frost spraying him in the face.

      The gunfire stopped.

      Kane looked at Chris as shouted.

      “Now!”

      The shot rang clear, loud to Kane’s left. The Gunman fell backwards, his hand over his heart. Kane killed the shield spell and bent over, his hands on his knees, his arms sore from holding the spell so long. His amulet burned in his pocket, still going, only just beginning to cool.

      “Magicians!”

      Kane looked up at the voice bellowing from the stage. Danwood looked down at them, a look of wild fury on his red face.

      Police and Special Forces flooded into the square. Kane heard dozens of voices around him, the protestors uttering things in different languages. Latin. French. Italian. The authorities moved in, their guns aimed.

      Kane grabbed Tabitha and pulled her away as bullets and spells filled the air. Protesters dropped to the ground, some bleeding out while others were dead before their knees had buckled, fresh bullet wounds in their heads or bodies. Police and Special Forces also lost men, some burning on the ground, others jolting and writhing as lightning coursed through their bodies, fried their innards. Fireballs sailed through the air, ice connected with helmets, a soldier went down, water pouring from every orifice as he drowned in his own breathing gear.

      Kane led Tabitha behind an outcropping next to the stairs, the top of the short wall the base for a tall lamp post. She shouted as a wayward bullet blasted away the corner of their hiding spot. Kane glanced up, saw a Special Forces trooper at the podium firing on them.

      “Aethereum Ignus!”

      Kane broke cover, hurled the fireball at the soldier as he stopped to reload. The blast caught the podium, blew it apart, sent the shooter sailing into a column. The man’s back bent at an impossible angle from the force, and he hit the ground and lay still. Citizens scrambled away from the scene only to be blocked by the oncoming troops. They pushed the crowd back at gunpoint, some firing, felling innocents who dared to try and force their way forward.

      They’re keeping them in, Kane thought. The horror occurred to him as he turned and looked at Chesterfield. Oh…shit.

      The General stood behind a column as Gentry and Danwood helped pull Frostmeyer to his feet, shielding him from the war that raged in front of them. Chesterfield had donned his breathing gear, red mist flowing into the crevices of his brass armor, innocents and officers alike falling dead, their bodies now dried husks that went to dust as they could hit the concrete.

      “Kane,” Tabitha called out. “Look out!”

      Kane spun, a fireball in his hand and out as he turned. An officer caught the blast square in the chest and went flying backwards. Kane got close to Tabitha’s face.

      “There’s only a few of us left,” he said. “Help them get as many people out as you can!”

      Tabitha nodded.

      “Right!”

      She broke away and went running, hurling ice blasts at the line of authorities keeping the crowd trapped. She tucked and rolled, went still at a crouch. The blue blast of frost sent dozens of cops and troops into the air, some in pieces. Tabitha stood and waved to the crowd.

      “C’mon, run,” she shouted at them. “Go!”

      The crowd began to flood out, clearing the area. Kane looked back at Chesterfield. The general held his hand out at the remainder of Chris’s group.

      “You get special treatment,” he said. A red blast erupted from his hands sailed at Chris. Kane launched a fireball at the blast, sent it flying off only a few feet from Chris’s head. The newsie looked at Kane and nodded as Chesterfield turned his goggled eyes to Kane.

      “Another time. Magician.”

      “I’m here now, asshole,” Kane muttered. “Ethereal Infernus!”

      Chesterfield burst into a red cloud as fire erupted from the concrete where he’d stood. A figured burned inside the cloud, waving his arms, staggering.

      The President screamed in pain, his body engulfed in fire, his features gone as he tried to run down the steps. He tripped, went rolling down the last few steps and landed at Kane’s feet, the rancid smell of burning flesh searing and sharp in the air. The flames died down, the smoking husk on the ground in front of Kane. Bits of charred flesh flaked away in the breeze.

      It was at that moment that Kane realized that everything had stopped. He looked up from the dead President and scanned the area around him. The fighting had stopped. The last of the crowd still trapped looked on as Tabitha emerged from behind them, staring in horror at the charred corpse on the ground in front of Kane. All eyes were on him, looking from Kane to Frostmeyer and back again.

      He hadn’t meant to. No. That spell was meant for Chesterfield.

      Someone shouted from somewhere in the square.

      “The President! A Magician killed the President!”

      Kane whipped around as guns were aimed at him. Tabitha crashed into him, her travel spell on her lips.

      “Draugalega Ferðast!”

      They blasted through the air, the cold freezing Kane to his core as people, streets, and buildings blew by. They stopped as fast as they’d started, the smell of Wilhelmina’s smoldering fire heavy in the air. Kane looked at the Marsh Witch as she stood, her face twisted in wide-eyed fury as she hissed at him.

      “What have you done?!”

      Kane looked back at her, gave her the only answer his mind could ration. The only one that made sense.

      “War,” he breathed. “I just started a war.”
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        * * *

      

      The embers crackled and popped, the sound a whisper against the sound of matics winding down in the distance, the sun setting in the sky. The rail yards were wrapping up the day shift, the workers heading home for the evening. The transport moved overhead towards the yards. The air was thick with the smell of burning wood and coal, the breeze cool. The air was getting crisp at night, carrying a bite along with its heaviness as it settled over the North.

      Kane stared into the fire, feeling Wilhelmina’s eyes on him. He kept replaying the scene in his head. The spell. The fire. Frostmeyer burning to death on the steps of City Hall.

      Chesterfield. He’d meant to kill Chesterfield. He’d used one of his two most horrible spells, a spell that couldn’t miss.

      “You done caused a Godforsaken mess, Kane Shepherd,” Wil said as she picked up a piece of wood and threw it on the fire from where she stood. The flames jumped slightly, welcoming the new fuel. One of Wil’s followers brought another pile of wood over and sat it down next to her. The scraps looked as if they’d been taken from a building that had been long torn down, the boards broken and jagged. “You supposed to stop what them ‘protesters’ was plannin’. But no. You can’t even do that right.”

      “It was an accident,” Kane said. “I was aiming at Chesterfield.”

      “And you bagged yo’self a rich white man, instead,” Wil snapped. “That Chesterfield—man, him a Blood Priest. They shifty as hell and always got somethin’ up they sleeves. And you done fall right for it.” She sighed. “That Chris, that newsie boy that run that paper around here, he don’t have a brain in his head God give that stupid possum I keep around with me.”

      Tabitha spoke up.

      “Well, the Gunman is dead,” she said, sounding hopeful. “So that counts for something, right? That’s good news.” She smiled. “I like good news. All the yelling just makes things bad.”

      Wil raised an eyebrow at her as she motioned to a group of streeters in a corner opposite the fire. A man came forward, and Kane recognized him as one of Chris’s group from the conference. He looked at Kane and nodded.

      “You had one of your people there?” Kane said to Wil. He looked at the man. “Thanks for the help, pal.”

      “Him job wasn’t to help you,” Wil said. “Him job was to watch. Bring back what we need to see the truth.” She held her hand out to the man. “You get ‘em?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the man said. He pulled a pouch from his coat pocket and handed it to Wil, then went back to his group.

      Wil opened the pouch and dumped two eyeballs into her hand. Tabitha let go a small yelp and grabbed Kane’s arm.

      “What…who’s are those?” Kane asked.

      “Calm yourself, white man,” Wil said. “Him dead before my man took his eyes. We can only hope him saw what we need him to see.”

      Kane watched as Wilhelmina put her hand up to her face, looking close at the eyeballs.

      “Besides,” she said, giving him a devilish smile. “I ain’t had dinner yet.”

      Without another word, she shoved the eyeballs into her mouth and swallowed them whole. Kane felt his stomach churn, fought back the urge to vomit as Tabitha gagged behind him. Wil held her arms out, closed her eyes as the flames grew in front of her. She opened her eyes and stared into the fire. They’d become black orbs, tendrils of shadow leaking down her face like black tears as they reached to the fire.

      “I show you what I see,” Wil said, her voice cracked and wicked. “Him Gunman take this man’s life, but him not take his soul.”

      Tabitha tugged at Kane’s arm.

      “Kane! Look!”

      Kane saw something in the billowing fire, the heat drawing sweat from every pore, taking his breath as he stared at the image forming in the orange hell. The flames reached for him, encircled him, pulled him in.

      Someone running toward the machine gun. The Gunman. The mask turning to face Kane. The machine gun. The Maxim Machine Gun. It turned on its wheels deftly. Sprayed ammunition. The runner went down.

      Kane. Kane went down.

      He watched the Gunman from the ground, saw blackness around the edges of his vision. The Gunman fired relentlessly, shell casings raining down around his feet. He could see the waves of heat off the barrel as the machine gun dealt death. Kane moved his eyes, looked around. He saw himself standing in front of Chris’s group, his arms up, bullets peppering the shield. Saw himself shouting to Chris. The rifle was aimed.

      The Gunman went down, clutching his chest. Blood spread through his shirt quickly. He lay on his back, tried to move. He reached up. A knob on the mask’s long beak. He turned it, screamed and writhed on the ground, smoke coming from the mask as his movements began to slow. Slower.

      Kane’s vision began to fade, the darkness around the edges closing in as the Gunman went still, his skull caving in as the acid ate away flesh and bone.

      Kane felt cool air on his face, felt the ground against his back. He opened his eyes as Tabitha leaned over him, crying as she shook him.

      “Kane! Kane!”

      He held his hand up, put it on her shoulder to stop her from shaking him.

      “I’m fine. I’m…I’m good.”

      She helped him sit up, then wrapped her arms around him in a fierce hug, her tears soaking his neck. He patted her back, then worked to get to his feet, helping her up as he went, his strength returning quickly as he stood. The fire had gone back down to low embers, Wilhelmina sitting on the other side of the pyre grinning as Kane looked at her.

      “Shit,” he breathed. “Damn it.” He clenched his fists, his chest heavy with frustration. “Damn it!”

      “What is it?” Tabitha asked, wiping away the last of her tears. “What did you see?”

      “Exactly what him needed to see,” Wil said, nodding to Kane. “Tell that girl.”

      “The Gunman,” Kane said. “He…he melted his face. His whole Goddamned head. The beak in his mask was full of acid.”

      Tabitha let out a gasp as Wil chuckled.

      “Him had whatch’a call a ‘contingency.’ Backup plan. Him didn’t want nobody to know who been pullin’ that trigger.”

      “Which means he was working for someone,” Kane said. “Which means…” Kane looked at Wilhelmina. “Which means Wil was right. He was a distraction.”

      “From what?” Tabitha asked.

      “Whoever he was working for,” Kane said. “Which may have been Gentry, himself. This whole thing was a setup. I was meant to kill Frostmeyer. Chesterfield and Gentry put it together. Christ. How did they even know I’d be there?”

      “Got me a better question,” Wil said. “What you gonna do about it? Ain’t nothin’ you can do. We at war, now. Them Special Forces man gonna march in now. You done turned your Hidden Valley into a battleground, Kane Shepherd.”

      “It wasn’t Kane’s fault,” Tabitha said, her tone defensive. “We can prove it!”

      “How, girl?” Wil snapped. “How you gonna manage to do that without gettin’ yourself killed dead? They don’ even need proof of you bein’ a Magician to get away with murder anymore. You gonna show them what you just seen, and they gonna make your magical blood run in the street.” She shook her head. “No, girl. This fight not about Tabitha Drake. Tabitha Drake didn’t kill that man. Kane Shepherd did. Kane Shepherd gotta make it right.”

      Tabitha spoke again, her body rigid. Kane looked at her, saw her eyes go solid white. Her body shuddered as she breathed. She spoke, her voice light and airy.

      “They’re here, Miss Antonia. They’re looking for Kane.”
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        * * *

      

      Kane made sure his amulet was activated before Tabitha took them to Antonia’s house. They landed in the back, the ground icy from the travel spell. Kane made for the porch, a fireball in his hand. He heard Tabitha cast her frost spell as he hit the steps two at a time and barged through the back door into the kitchen. He heard commotion in the front of the house, men talking as Antonia shouted at them.

      “You get your damn hands off me, boy!”

      Danwood’s graveled voice answered.

      “Can it, Boudreaux,” he said. “You’ve been harboring Kane Shepherd and Tabitha Drake. Now the President is dead. I’ve got you on harboring a fugitive, conspiracy, and collusion in the assassination of the President of the Northern Union.”

      Kane heard Antonia spit.

      “I’m glad he’s dead, the piece of shit!” Her voice lowered. “I hope you’re next, you son of a bitch.”

      “We can solve this easy, Boudreaux,” Kane heard Danwood say. “See, we’ve been on to you for a few days. Just been waiting to see what happens. See if Shepherd comes out of hiding. Maybe we can take him quiet-like. His girl, too. So you tell me where he is, and I leave you alone. Take those cuffs off, walk away, and the house is still standing.”

      Kane put his hand on the door. Tabitha grabbed his arm and whispered.

      “Kane! No!”

      “Just be ready,” Kane said, letting out a loud breath.

      “Even if I knew where he was, I wouldn’t tell you,” Antonia said loudly. “In fact, I’d tell him to stay where the hell he is. That man left here, ain’t seen him in a day at least. And I don’t know nothin’ about him killin’ the President.” She paused, let out a loud sigh. “Yes, they came here. I let them stay a few days. Didn’t know what Kane was up to, don’t know when he left. I was cookin’ at the time.”

      “What about the girl?” Danwood asked. “Tabitha Drake?”

      “She gone with him,” Antonia said. “I told that girl not to leave that man’s side. Fool can’t take care of himself. He needs a woman to look after him.”

      Another officer spoke.

      “The scout confirms they left sometime yesterday,” he said. “According to the device, they headed West.”

      Scout? Device? Shit, Kane thought. So they did have a Seeker. Likely, it was the Gunman who was the scout. It made sense. Using a Hunter as a Scout hadn’t been uncommon during the war.

      Except now their Hunter was dead. The Gunman had melted his own skull to keep from being identified. So who were they talking about?

      Kane heard the sound of handcuffs being unlocked. He heard Antonia grumble a few curse words as Danwood lit a match.

      “Getting off easy this time, Boudreaux.” He breathed in and out. Kane could smell the cigar from across the house. “Pack it up, boys. We’re done here.”

      Kane heard the sound of people leaving. He heard Danwood’s heavy steps on the front porch, heard the fat man grunt as he walked down the front steps.

      “Nice house, Boudreaux. Could use a little touching up, but nice place.”

      “Be nicer when you leave,” Antonia spat. The front door slammed.

      Kane made his way out of the kitchen and down the hall, Tabitha close behind him. Antonia, Sandra, and all six of Antonia’s girls were gathered in the foyer. Antonia turned to Kane and huffed.

      “I almost went to jail for you,” she said. “I hope it’s worth it. They tellin’ the truth? Frostmeyer is dead?”

      “Yeah,” Kane said. “And I did it. On accident. I was trying to cook Chesterfield.”

      “And the Gunman was there,” Tabitha said. “He almost killed all of us.”

      Sandra moved past Kane, looking at him sidelong as she made her way to the front door and looked out through the glass. Kane heard something outside, opened his hearing again.

      Danwood’s voice.

      “Make sure no one gets out. Shoot them if they do.”

      A clockwork horse started up, and a carriage pulled off as footsteps walked back towards the house. A match was struck. Something burning. Liquid in a bottle. Sandra taking in a deep breath. A gasp.

      Kane pulled his hearing back in, rushed to Sandra, yanked her away from the door as a bottle of liquid crashed through the door glass, a burning rag hanging out of the top. The bottle hit the floor, broke on impact, flames spreading in all directions.
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      Glass flew around them as more makeshift bottle bombs sailed through windows. Dining room, parlor, everything was engulfed as the liquid spread fire in all directions. Carpet and drapery went to flame as the walls began to scorch and burn. The girls screamed as the air filled with smoke and ash. Kane looked through the hole in the front door where glass used to be, saw the porch on fire.

      Saw the police officers and Special Forces outside with rifles and revolvers pointed. One of the Special Forces men had a blunderbuss. A scattershot would be impossible to dodge.

      Tabitha shouted from behind.

      “Kane! The back door!”

      “It’s the only other way out,” Antonia said over the roar of the fire. “Ain’t no side doors!”

      “They’ll likely have the back covered,” Kane said. “We’re gonna have a fight on our hands either way.”

      “Better than burnin’ alive!”

      Kane’s ear twitched. Give them a warning. Lock and load. Take aim.

      “Down!”

      Everyone hit the floor, one girl screaming in agony as blood poured from the wound in her shoulder. Another rolled down the stairs, tripping up the others, her body coming to a stop on the floor as blood seeped from the hole where her eyeball had once been.

      Tabitha was up first, helping Sandra get Antonia to her feet. The other girls worked to help the injured one up. Kane got up and moved to the front door, saw the men outside getting ready for another round.

      Not gonna miss this time, he thought. “Ethereal Infernus!”

      The sidewalk underneath one of the Special Forces troops turned red as fire erupted from the concrete, covered the man. He hammered at his helmet, the heat melting the copper to his skin as he fell to his knees. The others backed away as he reached for them, pleading for help. He finally succeeded in pulling his helmet off with this other hand, the glowing copper coming away easily, falling apart, taking hair and scalp with it. The man collapsed as the Ethereal Hellfire faded back, leaving nothing but his smoking corpse behind.

      “There’s one,” Kane said. “Everyone out back. Tabitha, take lead!”

      Tabitha nodded.

      “Right!”

      Kane spun on his heel and helped the girls get their injured sister down the steps and towards the kitchen, the others following Tabitha closely as more gunshots sounded from the front of the house. A bullet zipped by Kane’s ear, slammed into the wall next to the kitchen door as they entered. More shots. A shout. Cursing. Wailing.

      Kane stopped as Antonia went down onto her side on the kitchen floor, her knee bleeding as she cried out. Sandra screamed, went to her.

      “Miss Antonia, no!”

      Antonia grabbed her arm.

      “Get them chirrin’ out of here,” she said. “Go on, girl! Git!”

      Kane went to her, knelt down as Tabitha grouped the girls in the back corner away from the windows and had them crouch down. Smoke began to fill the kitchen as the fire raged.

      “Antonia, let us help you up,” Kane said. “We gotta go!”

      Antonia shoved Kane away.

      “Get them girls out of here, Kane! Go on!”

      The window over the sink collapsed under gunfire. The girls screamed as a bottle bomb flew in and smashed on the countertop. Another came in and hit the floor, the fire spreading quickly. Antonia shoved Kane again.

      “Go, boy!”

      Kane got to his feet and went to Tabitha. Sandra tried to rally the girls, glancing at Kane as she spoke.

      “Stay calm! Someone get water!”

      “Too late for that,” Kane said. He looked at Tabitha. “We need to clear the back.”

      “I saw out the window,” she said. “There’s only three of them.”

      Kane conjured a fireball and began to charge it in his hand.

      “Three on two. Doesn’t seem fair.”

      Tabitha nodded.

      “Draugalega Frosti!”

      Tabitha’s hand turned blue as she spun and hurled a large blast of ice at the door. The door shattered from the blow. Kane moved to the porch as the two officers and the soldier with them ducked the flying debris. He hurled the fireball directly at the soldier in the middle of the other two. The blast sent pieces of Special Forces armor and trooper in all directions, sent the other two officers airborne. One recovered quickly, aimed his revolver at Kane and fired. Kane ducked the rounds and sent a fireball his way. The man caught it in the face, screamed as his flesh burned, his head on fire. He put his hands up, slapping himself to try and put it out.

      Kane spotted the Templar tattoo on the back of the cop’s hand.

      The other was on his feet. He fired, the bullet clipping Kane as it buried itself in the wall. He ignored the pain from the scratch, sent a fireball at the shooter. The blast hit the rifle, caused it to explode in the cop’s hand. The officer went flying backwards, smacked into the back fence. He hit the ground and lay still.

      “Kane!”

      Kane turned at the sound of Tabitha’s voice. He stepped aside as she and Sandra helped the rest of the girls out of the burning house. They made their way to the rear of the back yard. Tabitha looked at Kane, her face flushed and dirty with ash.

      “Where’s Antonia?” Kane said.

      “She’s still in there,” Sandra said from behind Tabitha. “Oh God!”

      Kane spun and bolted for the burning house. He heard the creaking and cracking from inside, the groaning of wood. He didn’t have long.

      He made it into the kitchen, the room engulfed, the air heavy with smoke. Embers and debris fell around him as the house groaned again. The heat took his breath away. His clothes were drenched in sweat, his skin hot, the smell of his nose hairs burning rancid and sick. He looked around the sea of fire, saw Antonia on the floor.

      Unconscious. She was unconscious.

      The hem of her skirt had caught fire. Kane stamped it out, reached down, grabbed Antonia by both arms and sat her up. He needed to get her up off the floor. Needed to get her out. The smoke burned his lungs, dried his throat. He staggered as a coughing fit hit him. The smoke was too heavy. His head spun from the heat.

      Keep it together, Shepherd, he thought. The house shook as something collapsed on the front side. Kane pulled Antonia up, slung her arm over his shoulders, and wrapped his arm around her waist as he pulled her the rest of the way to her feet. She lolled her head around, mumbled something he couldn’t understand.

      “Stay with me, Antonia,” Kane said. “C’mon! We gotta go!”

      He pulled her along, her feet dragging as they fumbled to take steps, Antonia barely fighting to stay lucid. Something cracked in front of them, the floor shuddering under their feet. Kane ignored it, made for the door, pulling Antonia along. Close. So close.

      The doorframe cracked and splintered as it collapsed, the wall sagging inward. Kane stopped as the heat intensified, the smoke growing thicker.

      “Fuck!” he shouted.

      Antonia went completely limp, almost pulled Kane down as her body went to dead weight. The ceiling rained fire and slat work down, plaster cracked and crumbled. Kane looked around. Both hands were busy, one arm still around Antonia’s waist, the other holding her hand to keep her arm around his shoulders. He couldn’t let her drop.

      A blast of cold doused the wall in front of him, quenching the fire, the rubble at the door black and smoking. Another blast sent the back door flying into pieces. Kane turned, shielded Antonia with his body, wood and embers and ice smacking his back. He looked over his shoulder, saw Tabitha standing on the burning porch. She rushed in and put Antonia’s other arm over her shoulders, hefted her into a more upright position.

      “Walk,” Kane shouted! “Let’s go!”

      They dragged the Madam towards the door as the wall began to catch fire again, Tabitha’s spell wearing off. The house shuddered as the ceiling at the front of the kitchen gave out completely, joists, plaster and lathe falling to the floor. Kane and Tabitha moved Antonia’s limp form to the back porch and down the steps quickly. The porch collapsed in fire and ember. The air was cold compared to the hell heat that had been inside the house, the coolness refreshing on Kane’s lungs as he took a large breath. His throat caught, and he began to cough, the sound ragged and choked. He kept moving, his body racking and heaving. Tabitha began to cough as well, and Kane felt Antonia go heavier, looked to see Tabitha go to her knees. He tried to speak, but the coughing fit grew worse. Sandra and the other girls ran to them.

      “Kane,” Sandra said. “Let us take her! Lucy! Debra! Help them!”

      Hands grabbed Antonia, removed her from Kane’s shoulder. He dropped to his knees, the coughing making his lungs burn. Tabitha tossed him a small ball of ice. He picked it up, put it to his lips, sucked on it as the water ran off the ice and into his mouth. He let it slide down his throat, the wet welcome to the painful dryness. He saw Tabitha do the same, her coughing beginning to subside.

      “Leg,” Kane choked at her, his voice hoarse. He nodded at Antonia. “Can you…heal her leg?”

      Tabitha nodded, and Kane went to her and helped her to her feet. The yard was illuminated in orange and red from the burning house. Kane turned to it as the structure groaned a final time. It collapsed to the ground, the flames reaching high into the night.

      “Kane!”

      Kane looked over his shoulder at the sound of Tabitha’s voice. She’d gone straight to Antonia, a blue glow moving from her hand to the wound on the madam’s leg. Sandra held Antonia’s head in her lap while some of the other girls helped the one they called Alice as the girl went into hysterics. Two other girls held each other and wept openly while the shadows of the burning rubble danced around the yard.

      “Kane,” Tabitha cried again. “Help me!”

      Kane went to her. Tabitha pulled her hand away from Antonia’s leg, the gunshot wound gone, the mocha skin pale from the cold.

      “She won’t wake up,” Tabitha said. “She breathed in too much smoke.”

      “Can you heal her lungs?”

      Tabitha nodded, put her hands over Antonia’s chest, breathing deep as she muttered in Icelandic.

      “Draugalega Heilun.”

      Blue energy emanated from her open palms, ice crystals forming on Antonia’s blouse. Tabitha’s hands shook, her teeth gritting as she pushed harder. She pulled her hands away quickly, shaking her head.

      “I can’t,” she said. “I think I need to be able to see the injury to heal it. If I keep going, I might freeze her lungs.”

      “We need to get her to a hospital,” Sandra said. “She’s barely breathing.”

      Kane nodded.

      “Tabitha?”

      “I’m ahead of you, Kane,” she said, winking as she smiled. “Like always.”

      “Freeze!”

      Kane rounded on the voice, his eyes locked on the officer standing in the yard, the man’s gun aimed at Kane’s head. Kane felt his blood begin to boil, anger swelling in his chest.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” Kane said to the cop. “That doesn’t mean I won’t hurt you. Badly. Walk away.”

      The cop grinned, reached up with a free hand and pulled his police hat off. His head was clean-shaven, the orange from the house fire making his scalp look as if it were glowing slightly. Kane saw the Templar Cross tattoo on the Officer’s hand.

      “Fuck you,” he said. “You’re worth too much.” He glanced around Kane, nodded his head at Tabitha. “Her and the others, not so much.” He moved the gun, pointed it at the girls.

      Kane rushed him, was on him instantly. He grasped the officer’s wrist, twisted, felt the snap as bone broke. The cop shouted in pain and dropped the gun. The man staggered as Kane gripped him by the vest, lifted him, slammed him to the ground. He screamed, begged for mercy as Kane drove his fist into the screaming cop’s face, smashed nose and cheekbone.

      Kane felt lightheaded, dizzy. Euphoric. He knelt down, grabbed the cop by the vest again as he glanced at the badge. Dickins.

      “You wanna shoot them?” Kane barked, his eyes wide with fury, his face close to the remains of the cop’s face. “Huh? Group of unarmed girls and a Magician trying to heal someone? That it?”

      The cop’s head lolled, his eyes rolling as he tried to stay conscious. Kane shook him.

      “Stay awake! I didn’t hit you that hard, you fuck” He slapped the man’s face. “Wake up!”

      Something clicked. Kane glanced down at the badge again. Dickins. Officer Dickins.

      Officer.

      Officer?

      Kane looked back up at the man.

      “Where’s your badge number?”

      The cop grinned.

      “Wouldn’t…you like to know?” He leaned closer to Kane, his body trembling from the effort. “Non nobis, Domine, non nobis, sed Nomini tuo da gloriam.”

      Kane heard Tabitha cry out, shout his name, saw the knife in the man’s hand out before he could stop it. The Templar plunged the blade into his own throat up to the hilt, sputtering and gagging on blood and steel, his body rigid. Kane dropped him, stepped back as the man died, his eyes glazed and staring up at the night sky.
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        * * *

      

      Kane rolled it all around in his head. Tried to make sense of it, file it, put it in categories and boxes in the warehouse of his mind so he could look at it all without the big picture being muddied.

      He was too distracted.

      Tabitha had transported Antonia to the nearby Hospital in Hidden Valley. It was run down, underfunded, and short-staffed. But the doctors worked hard, the higher-ups who ran the place choosing to live there in order to be available at all times in the event of an emergency. It had once been a notable hospital in New Chicago. But, like everything else in Hidden Valley, it fell to hard times as the Oligarchs bought their way into power. The doctors had limited resources to work with, but they managed.

      Kane paced the waiting room, working his jaw muscles, trying to play it over in his head. What if Antonia knew something? She had to know something. It wasn’t just the prostitution network that kept the information flowing. Word on the street spread quickly, and it always came across Antonia’s door. If the Templars thought she was a threat, it made sense that they would try to kill her. Sandra and the other girls would just be collateral damage. But it would be killing two birds with one stone: no witnesses, and the complete elimination of the information highway the prostitution network provided the Revolution.

      But it was done. There was no Revolution. No organized uprising. All of that had burned with Charleston. Regina Anderson had been calculating, organized, and strategic. She knew when to fight, what targets to hit. She’d had combat training. Chris was just rallying people together, making more targets for the Special Forces and the Templars. The kid was sloppy, and he was going to get himself and a lot of other people killed without some form of army behind him.

      Tabitha’s voice interrupted his thoughts.

      “Kane? Sit down next to me. Please.”

      Kane nodded, sat down without a word. She rested her head on his shoulder, held his arm as she spoke. Her hair smelled like soot and fire.

      He didn’t care.

      “She’ll be okay,” Tabitha said.

      “Vision?” Kane asked, glancing around out of habit to make sure they were still the only ones in the waiting room.

      Tabitha shook her head.

      “Nope. Just know.”

      A tall young man walked into the room wearing a white lab coat. He was bald, wore horn-rimmed glasses not unlike Bette’s, and carried a clipboard in his arms. He looked at Kane and Tabitha and nodded.

      “Mr. Shepherd?”

      Kane tensed, stood and stepped in front of Tabitha. The doctor held up a hand.

      “Relax, Mr. Shepherd,” he said. “I’m a friend.”

      “I hear that a lot,” Kane said. “Usually ends up being the same person trying to do me in.”

      The doctor chuckled as he pushed his glasses back up his nose.

      “Understandable, but I think momma would slap the teeth out of my head if I turned you over to the police.”

      Tabitha stood up next to Kane.

      “‘Momma?’”

      Kane looked the man up and down.

      “Little pale to be related to Antonia, aren’t you, doc?”

      The doctor shook his head.

      “Not blood related,” he said. “Got orphaned as a kid. Antonia took me in and raised me. Helped me get into med school. Name’s Dr. Baker. Eli Baker.” He sighed, his pleasant demeanor fading as he looked over the paperwork. “I wish the news was better, given who I’m treating today.”

      Kane crossed his arms in front of him.

      “We’re used to bad news. What is it?”

      “Well, there is some good news,” Dr. Baker said. “She’s stable, and we’ve got her breathing regularly now. It’s shallow still, and she’s not breathing as deeply as I’d like, but it’s a start. There’s air moving, and that makes me happy. She inhaled a considerable amount of smoke in the fire. She’s lucky to be alive. Few burns, nothing to worry about now that she’s here.”

      “Okay,” Kane said, waiting for the “but.”

      “She’s still unconscious,” Dr. Baker continued. “That’s what worries me. As I said before, she took in a lot of smoke. It’s why she’s making that wheezing sound when she breathes. Smoke inhalation of that magnitude can burn tissue in the lungs, and that combined with the toxins in the air can limit oxygen in the blood, which limits oxygen to the brain. I can’t claim to know when she might wake up. It could be any moment, it could be days, weeks, or she might never wake up.”

      Tabitha put her hand over her mouth, tears rolling down her dirty face in streaks. Kane breathed out, taking in the information. Antonia. They got Antonia.

      “Is there anything we can do?” he asked.

      Dr. Baker sighed, took his glasses off and shook his head.

      “There’s no way to open her chest and treat the tissue. That kind of surgery doesn’t exist. At that point you’re just looking at what killed your victim. I’ve seen people with smoke damage come back before, but I’ve also seen them not make it. It’s a waiting game. Even if she heals and wakes up, she’ll have problems with her breathing for the rest of her life. Lung tissue is sensitive, and scarring is a very real possibility.” Dr. Baker lowered his clipboard, approached Kane, and put a hand on his shoulder. “I wish the news was better, too. All we can do is wait and pray.”

      Kane nodded.

      “Thanks, doc. Good to meet you.”

      Dr. Baker dug into his coat pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper.

      “This came for you, by the way,” he said, holding the paper out for Kane. “Guy showed up, dropped it on the receptionist’s desk, and took off.”

      Kane took the paper. He had a feeling he knew what it was.

      Baker nodded and left the room.

      Tabitha looked up at Kane, wiping the tears away.

      “Poor Antonia,” she said. “Now what?”

      Kane looked at her.

      “I think someone wants to chat.”
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        * * *

      

      The air in the street was cold, bitter, the stench of Antonia’s burning house still hanging in the air as the volunteers worked to get the blaze down and out. Hidden Valley had a volunteer fire department, mostly comprised of yard workers. It wasn’t that they enjoyed it. In fact, most of them dreaded it. If a building in Hidden Valley caught fire, it was always someone that somebody knew. But the only “help” New Chicago was willing to send to Hidden Valley was in blue uniforms with guns, night sticks, and orders to keep things quiet.

      Kane and Tabitha waited at Daniel’s old place in the building across from Tabitha’s, and only a couple of blocks from where Antonia’s house once stood. The apartment was still a shitshow. Trash littered the floor, the telescope was still in place, and the couch looked like it had been salvaged from a dumpster.

      It was also the perfect place to meet up with certain newsie Kane wanted to knock the shit out of.

      “Think he’ll actually come?” Tabitha asked.

      Kane looked away from the window facing her building. The note had been from Chris. Simple. He wanted to talk.

      “He wanted to meet,” Kane said, shrugging. “I guess he wants to give me a good reason not to throw him out the window.”

      “He’s a Magician,” Tabitha said, breathing out as she wrapped her arms around herself. “For the longest time, I thought we were the only ones. Now it seems like everyone’s a Magician. Gods, this is crazy.”

      Kane raised an eyebrow. The hairs stood up on the back of his neck. He smelled something different. Not just mildew, rotten food, and shit. Something else. He looked around.

      Keep it together, Shepherd, he thought. Play it off.

      He smiled at her, gave a small laugh.

      “Coming from you, that hurts.”

      She looked at him and smiled.

      “We’re alone.”

      “No.”

      “Just a quick one?”

      “Can’t.”

      Tabitha pouted, stamped her foot.

      “Why not?”

      Kane moved closer to the wall where Daniel had pinned up all the articles from the papers about the Mors Rebrum murders. He kept his eyes on Tabitha, his back to the wall. The scent grew stronger. Sweat. Body odor.

      “I don’t like an audience.”

      He moved quick, driving his elbow into the wall, causing Tabitha to yelp. The blow landed on something soft, not plaster and lathe. A grunt. The sound wind being knocked out of someone. Kane drove his elbow in again. Again. Again. The grunts came every time, the last blow causing the shape to pitch forward from the shadows, the wall seeming to meld into a human form. Kane grabbed it by the front, his hands wringing into a shirt. He yanked Chris from the wall and threw him across the room. Tabitha cried out, jumped out of the way as Chris crashed into the couch with enough force to collapse it. He tried to get up, but Kane was faster. He lifted the newsie up, slammed him back down on the broken couch, landed a blow on the kid’s jaw before he tossed him again, this time into the small table by the window where the telescope sat. The table splintered underneath Chris, the telescope knocked to the side. Kane went for him again, yanked him to his feet, spun and slammed him against the refrigerator in the kitchenette. Tabitha shouted at Kane, her voice panicked as she moved to him, put her hands on his arm, tried to pull him away.

      “Kane! Kane, stop it! You’re hurting him!”

      “Good,” Kane said, lifting Chris of his feet, pressing him hard into the fridge.

      Chris’s eyes widened as he sputtered.

      “Wait,” he said, holding his hands up. “Wait!”

      “Start talking,” Kane said. “Right now. Who the fuck are you, and why shouldn’t I break every bone in your fucking body?”

      “We want the same thing,” Chris said. “We both want to stop them. We messed up. Got sloppy.”

      “I’ll say,” Tabitha said, her tone angry. “You got a lot of people hurt and killed, and you got Antonia’s house burned down.”

      “Bullshit, we want the same thing,” Kane said. “I want the fighting to end, you were there to kill the President of the Northern Union on his own doorstep. Everyone who died there is on your hands!”

      Tabitha moved in closer.

      “So many lives,” she said, tears in her eyes. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

      Chris shook his head.

      “Like I said…we messed up.”

      “No good enough,” Tabitha said. She looked at Kane. “I changed my mind. Break his teeth.”

      Kane shrugged casually.

      “Okay.”

      “Don’t you want to know why I wanted to talk to you?!” Chris said quickly. “It’s not like I didn’t know you’d be pissed off. I’m taking a risk, here.”

      Kane looked at Tabitha. She looked from him to Chris and back again, nodded. Kane set the newsie down on his feet, still looming over him.

      “Okay. Talk.”
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      “You have to understand how deep this goes,” Chris said as he leaned against the refrigerator. “It’s bigger than you think.”

      Kane narrowed his eyes at the newsie.

      “We were hunted by the Special Forces all the way into the deep South and watched them wipe out an entire city including an organized, fully-able Revolution.”

      Chris nodded.

      “Okay, it’s as big as you think.” He looked at Tabitha, then back at Kane. “Where do you want me to start?”

      “Who are you?” Kane said, stepping forward. “And what the hell were you thinking at that conference?”

      Chris sighed.

      “You mentioned the Revolution,” he began. “We wanted in on that. All of us. When we heard that they’d been wiped out down South, a bunch of us got together to try to start a new one. Organize. Try to find a different angle. It’s pretty safe to say that direct combat isn’t smart. At least not on a large scale. We’re outmanned and outgunned.”

      “No shit,” Kane said, glancing at Tabitha.

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Guy’s a real genius,” she said.

      Chris kept his eyes on Kane.

      “You started this, Shepherd,” he said. “You went against them. Found out things you shouldn’t know. Ruffled feathers.”

      “How do you know what I found out?” Kane crossed his arms. “And how the hell do you figure I started this bullshit? I’ve been hearing talk about the Revolution in the streets for months.”

      Chris shrugged.

      “I don’t know what you know. But it has to be good for them to come after you like this. Blow up a shipyard.” He grinned at Kane. “As far as you starting the ball rolling: everyone knows about that stunt you pulled that night. Getting on the Revolution airship, blowing the Special Forces out of the sky on your way out. You became a hero that night.”

      Kane shook his head.

      “I’m no hero,” he said. “I was fighting for my life.” He motioned to Tabitha. “Her life. Now, answer the question before I find more furniture to use you on.”

      “I’m a Magician,” Chris said. “Guess you knew that. A good many of us are. But most of us are just people who are tired of the way things are.”

      “I thought Kane, Jones, and I were the only ones left,” Tabitha said. “They can kill you for using magic.”

      Chris nodded.

      “As of a month ago, they don’t even need proof. A few people have died, including people in Downtown. It’s the Salem Witch trials without the trial. Look at someone sideways, and they can accuse you and put you down without hesitation.”

      “What caused that?” Kane asked. “Why did they pass that?”

      Chris locked his stare on Kane, nodded his head at Tabitha.

      “You two. You got into a magic fight at a public event at City Hall. More witnesses than I can count, and a President who was terrified of magic. Thought it was power given to us by Satan, himself. He passed the legislation as soon as he was elected.” Chris snorted. “Well, more like advanced into the President position.”

      “I still don’t get that,” Kane said. “How does someone become President without a general election?”

      Chris shrugged.

      “Pay the right people, pass the right law. The former President went missing, and the incident at the shipyard when you blew out of here shook the Oligarchy so bad they declared the Northern Union onto a State of Emergency. Frostmeyer was elected internally to assume the Presidency in an emergency situation. That cemented their hold on the government. The wealthy now run the country completely. The government set up by George Washington and his buddies is history. No more Democracy.”

      “So your solution was to kill the President.” Kane laughed bitterly. “Brilliant.”

      “Either way it happened,” Chris said. “You did it, I didn’t, he’s still dead. Now, we sit back and watch them scramble.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Kane said. “I didn’t kill Frostmeyer for you. I was trying to kill Chesterfield. Frostmeyer was set up. He was going to die no matter what happened.”

      Chris looked unnerved for the first time since Kane had caught him snooping and used him as a bludgeon on the couch and table.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean Gentry and Chesterfield played you like an accordion,” Kane said, fighting to keep his anger down. “They set the whole thing up. They somehow knew what you were up to and set a plan in motion. Frostmeyer was gonna die whether you killed him or not.”

      Chris ran his fingers through his messy hair, stood up from his leaning spot at the fridge, and paced around.

      “Christ,” he mumbled. “Bill. I should’ve listened to Bill.”

      “Bill?” Kane said. “You mean Captain Bill?”

      “Yeah,” Chris said. “Just before he left to the Haven. He was transporting a bunch of Special Forces troops sent to look for you. He warned me about Chesterfield.”

      “Bill got arrested for trying to help us,” Kane said.

      “No,” Chris said. “He got arrested because he’s part of our Revolution. He was sent there by the Special Forces to help them find you. He was supposed to bring you back here, turn on them. His crew would take them out once you were aboard his ship.” Chris looked at Kane. “We broke him out a few days ago. He ran South.”

      “Good,” Tabitha said, sighing with relief. “He was nice!”

      “What can you tell me about the Templars?” Kane said.

      Chris shook his head. “Not much. Not anything more than what I’ve told you already.”

      Kane punched the palm of his hand and cursed under his breath. The Templar he’d tackled in Antonia’s yard had been wearing a police uniform, had even been wearing a badge. But there was no badge number. Every officer on the force had their own individual badge number. It was how they were identified.

      “Cybil,” Kane said.

      Chris looked at him.

      “Who?”

      “Cybil Lewis. She works at the department. She’s a friend.”

      Chris held his hand up. “I have a hard time believing anyone at the NCPD is a friend.”

      Kane smirked. “Things are different when you save someone’s life. If anyone knows what’s going on with the Templars, she does.”

      “What about the Gunman?” Tabitha said. “Who was he? And why did he do himself in?”

      “Evade capture,” Chris said. "They probably have a good story to tell on what’s going on. They’d rather die than give up whatever cause they’re fighting for. That, or there’s something worse than dying waiting on them if they report back after having spilled the beans.”

      “I think they may be connected somehow,” Kane said. “They may have a Seeker. It would explain how he managed to show up everywhere there were Magicians to kill.” Kane turned his eyes back to Chris. “Get word to Cybil. Set up a meet.”

      Chris glared at Kane.

      “So you’re in charge now?”

      Kane felt his face flush. He moved close to Chris, got in his face, fists clenched.

      “You’re goddamned right I’m in charge. You can help me, or you can be part of the problem. Frankly, I need you to quit being part of the problem.”

      Chris smiled. “Good.”
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        * * *

      

      Cybil’s home was toward the end of the city opposite the shipyards, a small neighborhood where all the homes looked the same and kids typically played in the streets.

      At least they used to before the city started going to hell in a handbasket.

      Chris was able to dig up her address easily. In fact, he had addresses for everyone in the department, including Lt. Charles Danwood and Commissioner William Gentry.

      Kane could only imagine what Danwood’s apartment looked like. Though the temptation to go after the Lieutenant and a few choice others was there, Kane wasn’t feeling a suicide run. They would be heavily guarded if they were home at all.

      The assassination of a major political figure tended to make for late nights.

      Tabitha’s Ghostly Travel left the two Magicians standing in Cybil’s yard, the cold dissipating into the night air. Kane and Tabitha moved quickly to the large shrubs in front of the small white house, ducking under the growth as a police patrol ship moved by.

      “I didn’t think they patrolled this part of the city,” Tabitha said.

      “They don’t,” said Kane. “They’re for the rogue Magician who killed the President.”

      Tabitha nudged him.

      “Well, I hope they find him. I hear he’s dangerous!”

      Kane looked at her as she grinned and scrunched her nose.

      “Jones was right,” Kane said. “You are a smartass. Come on.” He stood and stepped out of the bushes with Tabitha close behind him. He was tall enough to peer into the windows. All of the lights in the house were out. He tried the window. Unlocked.

      Tabitha tapped his shoulder.

      “You’d think she’d be a little more cautious,” she said.

      Kane shrugged.

      “Why should she be? She’s on the force. As far as they know, she’s a loyalist.”

      Kane climbed in through the window, helped Tabitha through, and took a minute to look around the dark room. The house was silent. The décor was sparse: a love seat, an easy chair, coffee table, and a few pictures on the fireplace mantle. The fireplace was cold, the coal piled and ready for the winter weather that would start in a month. Kane could smell the distinct scent of cleaner in the air—pine and citrus. He wasn’t surprised that Cybil kept a clean house. She was straight-edged, no-nonsense, and liked order.

      Tabitha cried out and gripped Kane’s arm at the sound of a lever-action rifle being readied to fire. Kane turned slowly, not surprised to see Cybil standing in the doorway wearing her nightgown, the gun pointed in his direction, her expression dead serious about making her intruders seriously dead. She was thin, her hair silver and tied back in a bun, her small reading spectacles perched perfectly on her hawklike face. The rifle looked large in her hands, but she held it with the authority of someone who knew what she was doing with it.

      “Kane Shepherd,” she said, her Southern drawl out and flowing easy. She hid it when she was in the public eye at the police department, but had no issues letting it flow when she spoke to Kane one-on-one. “Well I’ll be damned. You actually made it on time.”

      “Took a chance you might be up,” Kane said as she lowered the rifle. “Figured Chris got the word to you quick.”

      “I was on my way home from a late shift when they slipped me the note.” She nodded to Tabitha. “Miss Drake, it’s lovely to meet you when you aren’t being dragged in on your ear. How are you, sugar?”

      Tabitha still hid behind Kane, staring at Cybil.

      “A little better now that you aren’t aiming that at me,” she said, indicating the rifle. “And still terrified. You’re kind of scary.”

      Cybil gave her a smile.

      “Don’t let this old lady fool you,” she said. “I make cookies that’d make you forget your worst nightmares.” She motioned to the window. “Kane, you go close that window while I scare us up some coffee.”

      “We can’t stay long,” Kane said as he moved to the window and closed it. “Gotta keep moving.”

      “Well, I imagine you do,” Cybil said. “But not from here. They know better than to come into this neighborhood. It would be a Public Relations mess for them.”

      “I guess you know about me by now,” Kane said, turning to her. He nodded to Tabitha. “About us.”

      “You saved my life, Kane,” Cybil said, standing tall. “Being a Magician doesn’t change that. You are what you are. Doesn’t make you a bad person. Come on into the kitchen and sit a spell. And keep the lights off.”

      Kane followed her to the kitchen, Tabitha still holding onto his arm as he went. Cybil lit a Gaslamp as she went by the table, turning the knob down low so the flame gave off barely enough light to see by. She started the water in the percolator on the stove to boil and motioned to the small kitchen table. Kane and Tabitha sat as she placed three coffee cups down.

      “Okay, Kane,” she said, sitting down. “Be ready in a few. What do you need at this ungodly hour?”

      “The Templars,” Kane said. “I need to know who they are.”

      Cybil looked at him over her spectacles.

      “Right to the point, aren’t we?” she said.

      “Time is short,” Kane said. “Had a run-in with one or two in Hidden Valley. Tattoos on their hands, nasty disposition, and not afraid to smack someone around under the guise of being a cop.”

      Cybil snorted.

      “You ain’t wrong using that word, ‘guise,’” she said. She leaned in as she spoke. “I’ll tell you the truth, Kane: those men scare the hell out of me. Showed up one day shortly after you caused all that mayhem in that shipyard. Claimed to be personal invites by Commissioner Gentry himself. Hired on for the purpose of huntin’ down Magicians around the city. Funny thing though.”

      “What’s that?” Kane said.

      Cybil shook her head slightly as she sat back.

      “Ain’t a one got a badge number. I went to assign them and I was told to walk away. I insisted. Every officer is to have a badge number. It’s how we keep them organized. You need to identify one of the three ‘Smiths’ in the department? Pull up the badge number. I was told they were a different situation and didn’t need badge numbers. But, they wear the uniforms, they enforce the law as it were, they make arrests. For all the public knows, they’re police officers.”

      “That makes absolutely no sense,” Kane said. “Impersonating Law Enforcement is illegal.”

      “You’re telling me,” said Cybil as she got up and went to the boiling percolator. She brought it to the table and poured coffee into the three cups. Tabitha picked hers up and smelled it, smiling as she closed her eyes and exhaled.

      “Mm, this smells wonderful!”

      “Thank you, honey,” said Cybil. “I don’t drink anything but the good stuff. Can’t afford much, so I gotta do myself right somewhere.” She looked at Kane. “I heard about Antonia Boudreaux’s home. It’s a damned shame, Kane. How is she?”

      “Not good,” Kane said. “She’s alive, but barely. She won’t wake up.” Kane switched subjects. “I had a run-in with one of the Templars at Antonia’s. He killed himself before I could get anything out of him.”

      “Huh,” Cybil said. “He say anything at all?”

      “Non nobis, Domine, non nobis, sed Nomini tuo da gloriam. ‘Not unto us, O Lord, not unto us, but to thy name give the glory.’ From what I remember the Sister Agnes teaching me as a kid, it was an old Templar prayer back during the Crusades.”

      Cybil huffed. “So that’s the game then? Bring back the Crusades? Are we heathens, now?”

      “I know, right?” Tabitha said. “If the Crusades are coming back, I want to see some Viking battles come around again, too. The Battle of Brunanburh could be interesting!”

      Cybil raised her eyebrow at Tabitha, then turned her stare to Kane. Kane picked up his mug and motioned to Tabitha.

      “She’s being sarcastic,” he said as he went to sip his coffee. “I think.”

      “The raids on Hidden Valley will get worse now, Kane,” Cybil said. “They’re pinning Frostmeyer’s assassination on you. They’re out looking all over for you. Might be wise if you left the city and stayed gone this time.”

      “I can’t,” Kane said. “The Gunman murders brought something to light that me, Tabitha, or Jones hadn’t considered. We’re not the only Magicians in New Chicago.”

      “Gunman Murders? You mean the shootings in Hidden Valley? I don’t know much else about that other than it’s happening.”

      “Because they’ve kept it quiet,” Kane said. “I think he was serving as a distraction. Something to keep Hidden Valley occupied while—” He froze as something clicked in his mind. He looked at Cybil. “A distraction. He was a Hunter.”

      “A Hunter?”

      “Someone who hunts Magicians,” Tabitha said. “They’re creepy. We ran into a few while we were in the South.”

      “If he was a Hunter…” Kane said, trailing off as the idea rolled around in his mind. He looked at Cybil as he stood. “Thanks for the coffee, Cybil. Do me a favor and keep your ears and eyes open?”

      “Have been since those Templar boys showed up,” Cybil said. “What’s got you all worked up?”
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      Hunters would be using Seekers to try to find them. Kane knew it would be a risk, but there wasn’t much choice. The hairs on the back of Kane’s neck stood up on end, his heart pounding.

      He prayed he was wrong.

      The walk across Hidden Valley was eventful, the morning air crisp, the sun still down, dawn not yet setting in. Airships patrolled heavily, searchlights moving up and down every street. They weren’t wandering so much as hovering. Special Forces gunners moved about, their deck guns aimed at the ground. Kane and Tabitha had to move in and out of the alleyways, at times hiding behind dumpsters and inside abandoned buildings until the lights passed by.

      The sun wasn’t quite ready to come up yet, the dark sky slowly taking on a deep, dark bluish hue as dawn began to creep in, pushing back against the night. Kane felt the wear on his body, the lack of sleep starting to take its toll on him. Tabitha looked as if she had two black eyes, her face sallow from sleep deprivation.

      They couldn’t sleep. No time.

      Something sounded in the distance. Again. A shout. Kane stopped dead in his tracks, held up his hand to signal Tabitha to hold up, reached out with this hearing. A language Kane had never heard before. Another blast. A gunshot. Someone shouting orders. Scatter. Duck and cover. More of them. Coming in. Hold position. A familiar voice, husky and cracked.

      And vicious.

      Wil.

      “Kill every one of ‘em!”

      “Shit,” Kane breathed. He activated his amulet and looked at Tabitha. “We gotta get there now.”

      She blinked, confused.

      “Wait, what? What’s happening?”

      “No time!” Kane grabbed her hand. “Do it!”

      “But the Seekers—”

      “Screw the Seekers, they’re at the coal yard! Go!”

      The travel was hard, the wind biting and fast. Kane felt barely felt his feet leave the ground before they landed in the middle of the coal yard, coming in as if they’d jumped through a doorway.

      Magical blasts shot through the air past the storm of gunfire coming at the Magicians. Kane ducked, pulled Tabitha down with him and behind a large coal bin. The sound of bullets smacking metal rang in his ears. A blast of lightning sailed over them, at the shooters. An explosion. Screaming. Medic. Let him go. Advance.

      Kane looked ahead, saw streeters ducked and covered as more gunfire rang out. They countered with blasts. Ice. Fire. Lightning. One man stepped up and raised his hands. Kane looked over the dumpster and saw Special Forces scattering as the ground cracked open, a few falling into the void, screaming as they went. A man dove to the side and took aim, his face hidden behind the goggled plague mask.

      The Gunman? Alive?!

      Kane looked around. Special Forces troops were trying to flank them, their armor reflecting the light from a bonfire. The ground erupted in front of one group, and Wil rose from the soil, plant tendrils shooting out at them, grabbing them by the necks, slamming them around before jerking them like ragdolls, the sound of snapping vertebrae loud and sickening. Someone ran at her, his rifle aimed.

      Not a soldier.

      Another Gunman? Two? Kane looked around again, then ducked as more bullets came at him. Three. Four.

      He looked at Tabitha.

      “On three,” he said, holding his hand up.

      She smiled.

      “I’m not that patient. Draugalega Frosti!” She stood, her hands glowing blue, and slung an ice spear at a nearby Gunman. It impaled him, the force sending him backwards into a nearby building, his body slack and blood running from where the spear ran him through. Kane stood, shouted his Ethereal Fire, hurled a charged fireball at a catwalk above where two soldiers and four Gunmen were firing down at the yard. The catwalk blew, sent the shooters to the ground in a storm of fire and rubble. Kane glanced around, saw the other Magicians in the yard ducking, firing fewer blasts. He saw several on the ground, still and bleeding out.

      “Heads up,” he shouted at them. “Don’t let them flank you!”

      The Magicians responded to the order. Blasts went in all directions, forced the moving troops to fall back. Wil sent more vines out. The soldiers shouted as they fired at the whipping tendrils, ducked and dodged as they retreated toward the edge of the coal yard. Chris moved from cover and threw a lightning blast at the squad, caught a man directly in the face. The trooper went down instantly, his body twitching from the electricity coursing through him. Kane glanced around, counted in his head.

      Ten. Ten left.

      A Gunman rushed him, a Tommy Gun in his hand, bullets spraying the area. Kane cast his Ethereal Shield against the gunfire, rushed the man, tackled him to the ground. Tabitha threw a spear in Kane’s direction. He ducked as the ice went by and impaled another Gunman. The man underneath Kane struggled, reached up to the plague mask, his fingers on the knob on the side of the beak.

      “Oh, no you don’t,” Kane said. He grabbed the man’s wrist, smashed it against the ground, and boxed him behind the ear. The man went limp instantly. The air was hot from the magic blasts as more of the homeless Magicians began to fight back, advancing forward as the attackers retreated, their ammunition running low.

      One of the Special Forces troopers began to shout to his group.

      “Fall back! We’re done, here! Go! Go! Go!”

      Kane stood, looked at Tabitha. She’d gone to cover, moving out every now and then to hurl an ice spear. Chris moved next to her.

      “Keep pounding them,” Kane said. “Chris, have your people keep advancing! Take out as many as you can!”

      Chris nodded, stood, and fired more lightning at the assailants as he shouted orders to the other Magicians. Kane looked down at the man underneath him. The Gunman stirred slightly, groaning.

      Shit, Kane thought.

      “Somnum Aereum!”

      The Gunman went limp, snoring loudly inside his plague mask.

      Kane rushed to Tabitha, conjured a fireball in his hand, and began to charge it as he looked at her. She sat, her back to the coal bin, her breathing rapid as she looked at him wide-eyed.

      “You okay?” Kane asked.

      Tabitha nodded.

      “Little more excitement than I wanted for a morning, but I’ll manage!” She looked at the churning fireball in Kane’s hand. “You gonna throw that, or is it just for looks?”

      Kane rolled his eyes, stood, and lobbed the fireball at the rest of the shooters. The explosion sent the group flying, the Magicians moving toward them backing away as the loud blast rocked the coal yard. The gunfire had ceased, the area now filled with the loud roar of fire and the sounds of men groaning in pain. Kane saw homeless filling the area as they came out from hiding, some holding blasts in their hands ready to fire. Chris waved his arms at them, told them to stand down.

      “They’re done! We did it!”

      The group cheered as some began to tend to the wounded and the dead. Others went to the survivors from the Special Forces and Gunmen. Kane looked at Chris.

      “Don’t kill any of the survivors.”

      Chris looked at him.

      “There are no survivors,” he said as Wil stepped up next to him. “These men attacked us.”

      Kane glared at him.

      “You wanna be just like them? You wanna kill men after you made them defenseless? Because that’s how you become what you’re fighting. Take them prisoner, clean them up, and find somewhere to keep them so we can interrogate them. They can’t tell us a damn thing if they’re dead.”

      Chris ground his jaw, looked at Wil. She shrugged.

      “Shepherd ain’t wrong,” she said. “Can do a lot of things, but I can’t make no dead man talk.” She grinned. “Well, I can. But they just grunt and complain about they unfinished business. Get sick of listenin’ to it, truth be told.”

      Kane looked over at the sleeping Gunman, then back to Chris.

      “Get your people ready to move,” he said. “We gotta clear out. They’ll send reinforcements once they realize these guys aren’t coming back.”

      Chris nodded and ran off to mobilize the rest. Tabitha stepped up to Kane, looking from him to the sleeping Gunman on the ground a few feet away.

      “What about him?” she asked.

      Kane looked at the shooter.

      “Time to get answers.” He walked over to the man and crouched down. He removed the mask. The man was bald, his face clean-shaven and unfamiliar. Something caught Kane’s eye. He had to see it, had to verify what he suspected. He pushed the man’s shirtsleeve back to see the tattoo better.

      “Templars,” he said, staring at the cross tattoo. “The Gunmen and the Templars are the same people.”
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      The sky began to change, giving way to purple and orange as the sun rose in the East. The air became new and warm, the sound of matics starting up carrying over from the coal yards that were still in operation. Airships passed overhead as if there hadn’t been a fight in the battle-torn coal yard the night before, as if people hadn’t lost their lives trying to protect themselves and loved ones.

      As if those who survived didn’t have hands now drenched in the blood of their enemies.

      Kane sat back against the wall in the coal yard office while Chris and a few others made a final sweep of the yard, making sure no more of their people were hiding or dead and unnoticed. The kid looked as tired as Kane felt. They all needed sleep. But it was too risky. Staying still for too long made them targets.

      Tabitha sat next to him, leaning back as she opened her mouth in a long and wide yawn.

      “Gods, I’m tired,” she muttered. “What is it they say? ‘Sleep is for the weak?’”

      “Something like that,” Kane said, not looking at her.

      She snorted.

      “Call me weak, then. I’m beat. And hungry.”

      “I could eat,” Kane said, his stomach growling. “Go get some rest. I’ll wake you when it’s time to move again.”

      Tabitha shook her head.

      “I want to go check in on Antonia.”

      Kane looked at her.

      “Little risky for us and her, don’t you think?”

      Tabitha shrugged. “I try not to.”

      Kane grunted.

      “Clouds the visions,” he said, finishing the joke. “I’ll think about it. Figure a way we can do it without wearing a big target.”

      “Do you plan to talk to that Gunman you knocked out last night?”

      Kane saw Chris shaking his head as he walked towards the office. He got a feeling in his gut, could tell something was wrong. Kane got to his feet, helped Tabitha up, and made his way to the office door. He opened it as Chris stopped a few feet from it.

      “What is it?” Kane asked. “What’s the problem?”

      “Just heard from one of the guys,” Chris said. “The Templar you knocked out last night? He woke up.”

      “He should’ve,” Kane said. “I wiped my amulet an hour ago.”

      “That’s about when he woke up,” Chris said, nodding. “And the plan was to come get you after we were done clearing the area.”

      “Okay.”

      Chris shuddered, his face going pale as he looked away.

      “He…Christ, he swallowed his own fucking tongue.”

      Kane heard Tabitha gasp behind him. He rubbed his eyes as Chris went on.

      “I’ve never seen anything like that. Why…why the hell would someone do that?”

      “How long ago?” Kane said, trying to get Chris’s focus back on track. “C’mon, Chris. How long?”

      “I just found out,” Chris said. “The guy who found him is still in the toilet puking.”

      Kane took his hat off and ran a hand through his hair.

      “Wonderful,” he muttered. “What about the others?”

      “They all activated the acid in their masks,” Chris said. “They’re all dead.”

      “Why do they keep doing that?” Tabitha asked. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “It makes sense to them,” Kane said as he put his hat back on. “They’d rather be dead than captured. They get captured, they could be made to talk. Talking means giving away information their leaders won’t like them giving away.”

      “Isn’t suicide a Cardinal Sin?” Chris asked. Kane looked at him as the kid shrugged. “Grandma was Catholic.”

      “Yeah,” Kane said with a nod. “It’s an instant ticket. But, like the Crusades, these guys were probably ‘pre-absolved.’ Means they’ve already been forgiven for anything they do in the name of the fight.”

      Pope Urban II had wanted to reclaim the Holy Land from the Muslims, and thus the Crusades became a reality. He’d promised Absolution to the Crusaders should they succeed, as well as land and prosperity. No matter what they did in the name of victory, in the name of driving back the Muslims, all would be forgiven in the eyes of God. It was one of the many things that made the Crusades a dark spot on the history of the Catholic Church.

      Tabitha shook her head.

      “Even in Viking lore, that’s not how it works. That’s not how any of this works.”

      Kane looked up at the sky, tried to focus his hearing. Outside of the sound of airship transports and patrols, there was nothing unusual.

      Yet.

      “We need a copy of the New Chicago Tribune,” he said, looking back down at Tabitha.

      Chris snorted.

      “That corporatist rag?” he said. “Why?”

      “Because they’ll report on things that affect them directly,” Kane said. “The assassination of the President, an attack in the city, and a group of police and Special Forces going into Hidden Valley and not coming back out will have them going in circles and spinning it into shots fired against them for no good reason. It might give us an idea of what their next move will be.”

      “You think Gentry will be so open?” Tabitha said. “He seems kind of secretive. And sneaky. And creepy. Really creepy.”

      Kane remembered the fight with Richard, remembered Richard talking about Gentry’s plan. He mentally kicked himself again for walking into the setup.

      “He’ll grandstand a little,” he said. “He won’t be able to help himself. Probably won’t hold a press conference, or even talk directly to them, but Danwood loves a good interview and can’t keep his mouth shut. And Gentry knows it.”

      Tabitha smiled.

      “I want the funny pages!”
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        * * *

      

      Kane knew one place he could get his hands on the New Chicago Tribune without getting caught in the city.

      While Chris and a few of his men finished in the coal yard, Kane and Tabitha went to Ralphie’s. They walked this time, avoiding magic. The risk of the Templars using Seekers to track them was too high, and Tabitha’s travel spell would tip them off for sure. Kane hadn’t told Chris where they were going. He wanted to make sure no one, not even the Revolution, knew where they were.

      They snuck around back of the restaurant and waited behind a dumpster until Ralphie opened the back door to dump the trash. Ralphie glanced at him as he walked past with the over-filled trash bag clutched in his large hands. He hefted it into the dumpster, then turned to the Magicians and nodded.

      “Well fancy seeing you two here,” he said. “And I’m hoping you bitches didn’t bring no cops around with you this time?” He put his hands on his hips. “Traffic’s been a little slow ever since that little shakedown the other night.”

      “Sorry about that, Ralphie,” Kane said. “They’re using Seekers to find us. We shouldn’t have used magic to get here.”

      “You shouldn’t have been here to begin with. What the hell are you doin’ here now?” Ralphie said. He eyed Tabitha. “What’re you grinnin’ about?”

      Kane looked at Tabitha and saw her smiling up at Ralphie, her eyes wide and excited.

      “Is it too early for pancakes?”

      Kane shook his head.

      “You have a problem,” he said as he looked from her to Ralphie. “We need a copy of the paper. Has it run yet?”

      “About an hour before the paper boy comes by,” Ralphie said. “He brings a few. Why?”

      “Need to look it over, see if we can figure out what’s next.”

      “You two look like hell,” Ralphie said with a deep sigh. “I heard about Antonia’s place. Don’t need my place goin’ up, either. But I can’t let you two stay out like this. Likely to get your asses shot stumblin’ around half asleep.”

      “As long as we don’t cast spells, they won’t find us,” Kane said. “No one knows we’re here.”

      Ralphie eyed him, then shook his head as he opened the door and motioned them in.

      “C’mon,” he said. “We’ll talk after you two get some sleep.”

      Tabitha looped her arm around Kane’s as she looked hopefully up at Ralphie, who looked at her and rolled his eyes.

      “And I’ll make your damn pancakes. Girl, you do have a problem.”
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        * * *

      

      Kane didn’t want to risk sleeping too long, so he’d asked Bette to give him three hours. It wasn’t enough. Kane knew he’d need at least eight. Or ten.

      Twelve would’ve been nice.

      He was asleep before his head hit the pillow in the apartment above the restaurant, Tabitha next to him already out cold and snoring. He’d asked Bette to leave her alone when it was time to wake him, to let her rest.

      Bette dutifully woke Kane three hours after he’d passed out. She’d been kind about it, waking him by gently shaking him and speaking to him softly as if she were his mother. Kane had thanked her, watched her leave, then turned to find Tabitha staring up at him.

      “You weren’t supposed to wake up,” he said. “Was gonna let you rest. Sorry.”

      “Oh, it doesn’t bother me,” she said. “Not gonna sleep up here without you, anyway.”

      “Why’s that?” Kane asked, smiling a little.

      She grinned as she leaned in close and kissed him gently on the lips. He returned the kiss, their arms wrapping around each other. Tabitha pulled away slightly and spoke.

      “I go where you go. Suck it up, Kane: you’re stuck with me.” She kissed him again. “And I don’t want this to end. Us. Like this.”

      She looked into his eyes, let himself get lost in her deep blues, longed for just a moment alone with her when they weren’t hiding away, weren’t dodging people trying to kill them.

      When they were laying in a bed that didn’t belong to someone Kane saw in a maternal light.

      “Not in Bette’s bed.”

      Tabitha nodded. “Oh. Yeah. That would be weird.”

      There was a booth in the far corner of the restaurant, tucked away where the blinds could be lowered without it looking suspicious. Kane had checked the diner out before agreeing to sit down, making sure he and Tabitha could duck into the bathroom quickly in case the wrong person showed up. It was a good hour before Ralphie opened, so there wasn’t much worry over customers wandering in. Still, it paid to be cautious.

      Tabitha ate hungrily on the large stack of pancakes Bette had brought her while Kane worked on his French toast plate. Bette came up and dropped the newspaper on the table, giving Kane a disapproving look.

      “You finish that plate of food, Kane Shepherd,” she said. “I’ll wager you two haven’t eaten since last time you were here.”

      Kane nodded, wiped his mouth with his napkin, and picked up the paper.

      “You’d win that wager,” he said. He unrolled the paper, his stomach feeling heavy as he read the headline. “Jesus.”

      
        
        PRESIDENT FROSTMEYER ASSASSINATED BY MAGICIANS!

      

      

      
        
        Tragedy struck the country yesterday at approximately 4pm during a press conference in New Chicago. A group of Magicians attacked the unsuspecting crowd in an attempt to assassinate the President of the Northern Union of America, Thomas Frostmeyer. The attempt was successful, and many innocent bystanders were also killed in the crossfire. Special Forces and Police were on the scene in a battle of bullets and magic, and were able to drive the Magician militia back. Unfortunately, their efforts to save President Frostmeyer proved futile. President Thomas Frostmeyer has been assassinated.

        “This is a truly tragic, unprecedented cycle of events,” said Police Commissioner William Gentry when interviewed. “President Frostmeyer had great ambition, great vision for what he wanted to do with this country. He will be missed.”

        As for the Magician Army, Commissioner Gentry has promised no leniency.

        “We will not tolerate magic activity in this city, or in the Northern Union,” Gentry said. “Magicians will be killed on sight. We cannot afford to let this menace continue. Too many innocent lives were lost today.”

        Per city protocol established by the Northern Oligarchy, Commissioner Gentry will be stepping in as acting Mayor until new candidates can be selected for a special election in the coming weeks. President Frostmeyer was unable to select a Vice President before his untimely death. Congress will act as the ruling body until a special election can be held to place a new President in office.

        

      

      The article went on about Frostmeyer’s background in business, and how his election was unprecedented and necessarily unorthodox. And about Gentry’s role as Police Commissioner. And his background as an immigrant loyal to the Northern Union. And how wonderfully they’d both served the city over the years.

      The worship in the paper made Kane sick.

      “Can I see?” Tabitha said, her hand out.

      Kane handed her the paper as he looked up at Bette.

      “There’s no mention of the Gunman shooting the place up,” he said. “No mention of the big damned machine gun he was using. Nothing about Antonia’s home, nothing about the fight last night at the coal yard.”

      Bette set the coffee pot down on the table.

      “That’s not surprising,” she said. “Anymore, they keep to what they’re told to report.”

      Kane shook his head.

      “They’re covering it up. Changing the narrative to put it all on us. It’s like the shooting under the walking bridge the other day. The less the general public knows, the better.”

      “Kane,” Tabitha said. “Your name is in this article.”

      Kane rolled his eyes, spoke in monotone.

      “I know. Apparently, I led the whole thing. I’m a crazed killer Magician with a thirst for blood. Fear me.”

      Tabitha smiled.

      “I just think it’s nice that you made the paper.” Her eyes widened with excitement. “Kane! You’re famous!” She dropped the paper and clapped her hands rapidly. “I’m dating a famous person!”

      Kane ignored her as he retrieved the paper and scanned the article again.

      “Notice how they keep using the word ‘tragic.’ ‘Tragedy.’ ‘Tragic.’ Over and over.”

      “Kind of repetitive if you ask me,” Tabitha said.

      “Not at all. It’s smart.” Kane looked at her over the paper as she took another bite of her pancakes. “It’s how they drive the message home. Tell the reader how to think. What to think. Build sympathy for their side. Keep using the same words, the same terms over and over, and it eventually sticks.” Kane tossed the paper onto the seat beside him.

      “If they’re controlling the newspapers and what gets reported, they could make up any story they want,” Bette said, frowning. “Who knows what the truth is anymore?”

      Kane felt suddenly cold. He dropped his fork on his plate, his stomach a knot as if someone had slugged him in the gut. A low thrum sounded from far away. He’d warned Chris. Over and over. He knew that thrum, that dull drone. He opened his hearing, not wanting to believe what his ears picked up.

      Ready the sweep. We get one chance. Make it look good. Mortars at the ready. Cannons at the ready.

      Stand by. Wait for my signal.

      Kane looked at Tabitha, saw her brilliant blue eyes turn completely white as her body went rigid.

      “Kane?”

      “I know,” he said, standing. Bette stepped back out of the way, looking at him in a panic.

      “What?” she said. “Kane, what is it? You two are scaring me!”

      Tabitha spoke, her voice low and masculine.

      “Run. Everyone run. All dead. We’re all dead.”

      Kane pulled the slats in the blinds down slightly, looked out over Hidden Valley as the sun began to rise in the morning sky. The shadow was huge, looming over Hidden Valley, clouds parting like gates as the massive Battle Cruiser descended from the sky, hovered over the community just low enough for a sky scraper to come mere feet touching her. Large searchlights scoured the ground, combed over the streets and buildings below.

      Memories flashed in Kane’s mind, fire and death, people screaming as they ran, as they burned. Buildings engulfed in flames, collapsing under the heat and firepower.

      The last moments of Charleston.

      Tabitha joined Kane at the window as Bette called for Ralphie.

      “By the Hammer of Thor…” she breathed, trailing off. She shook her head. “Kane…they’re going to—”

      Chesterfield’s voice cut her off in Kane’s ears, canned and raspy in the breathing gear.

      “Take to the streets. Do not kill. Incapacitate only if resisted. That’s an order!”

      “No, they’re not,” Kane said, turning fully to her. “You’re staying in here. Keep Bette and Ralphie safe.”

      Tabitha nodded, her eyes wide in fear.

      “Kane, what’s happening?”

      “Chesterfield,” Kane said, looking back out the window. He clenched his fist by his side. “He wants a fight. And I’m gonna give him one.”

      Tabitha put her hands on his chest as if to stop him from walking.

      “Kane, no,” she said. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

      Kane didn’t hide his irritation.

      “Tabitha, move.”

      “No, just—”

      “I said move!”

      She pounded her fists on his chest, slugged his arm as she shouted at him, her tone angry. “Fucking listen to me, Kane!”

      Kane blinked, his feet feeling as if she’d frozen them to the floor. Hearing Tabitha curse caught him off guard. She rarely did it, and he couldn’t remember a time when she’d used the f-word.

      She looked up at him her eyes watered and her lip trembling as she stared into his eyes.

      “I’ve got a…horrible feeling about this. I saw something in that last vision. When that dead man spoke to me. Don’t do this.”

      Kane started to argue, then stopped as Chesterfield’s voice echoed from the streets. All three of them went to the window and looked out as the general and three of his men walked slowly down the other side of the road, looking in windows, their guns aimed.

      “Kane Shepherd, I know you can hear me.”

      “Lovely,” Kane muttered. He focused on the direction of Chesterfield’s voice, focused his voice, hoping that he could project at will this time. “I can hear you.”

      “Good,” Chesterfield hissed through his breathing gear. “I request a meeting.”

      “Donuts?”

      Chesterfield grunted. “Come again?”

      “You can’t call a meeting without donuts,” Kane said. “It’s just good etiquette. And coffee.”

      “I find it interesting that I have your Hidden Valley in my grip, and you still manage to make jokes.”

      Kane shrugged as Tabitha looked at him and shook her head.

      “Okay,” Kane said. “Fine. Jokes aside. What do you want?”

      “Your surrender,” Chesterfield said, simply. “You are to accompany me.”

      “Why the Battle Cruiser? Can’t just come on your own?”

      “I’ve been told that you need incentive in order to comply with directions,” Chesterfield said, stopping as he looked around the street, his soulless goggled eyes wide and staring blankly. “I’ve brought enough firepower to make Hidden Valley a bad memory in this city’s history. Is that enough incentive for you?”

      Kane nodded.

      “Hold, please.” He turned to Tabitha. “You may have been right.”

      She huffed.

      “I’m always right.”

      “Okay,” Kane said, turning to Bette and Ralphie. “Okay. You two get upstairs and hide. Turn out these lights. You’re closed.”

      Ralphie stood tall.

      “I’m not runnin’ from nobody,” he said, flexing his considerable muscles.

      Kane stepped up to him.

      “This man can kill you without touching you,” he said, his tone dark. “He’ll drain every drop of blood out of your body until you rot away, then go after Bette.”

      Ralphie went pale, looked at Bette, and nodded.

      “Upstairs, heifer. Move it.”

      Bette nodded and ran for the kitchen door as Ralphie turned back to Kane.

      “I ain’t goin’ nowhere,” he said. “You need all the backup you can get, and I’m not about to let them come after my place without a fight.”

      Kane gave him a small grin, knowing better than to argue with him.

      “Alright, Ralphie. You got that rifle handy?”

      “Behind the counter.”

      “Stay put, pick a good vantage point, and try not to shoot me.” Kane looked back out the window as Tabitha began to plead with him. Ralphie went for the lever-action behind the counter.

      “Kane? Kane! What are you doing?!”

      “Okay, Chesterfield,” he said, focusing on the General again. “I’m across the street from you. Ralphie’s place. I guess you’re under orders not to kill me, so don’t waste time threatening to blow the place up with me in it. I know who you work for.”

      Silence, then an audible, frustrated sigh.

      “Fair enough,” Chesterfield said.

      “I’m coming out, we’re going to talk, then I’m walking back inside. I’ve got a man with a rifle and a woman with an ice spear ready for you.” Kane looked at Tabitha and nodded as she activated her amulet and cast her Ghostly Frost spell under her breath. “Tell your men to hold fire, and I’ll keep these two on a leash.”

      Chesterfield looked at the three soldiers with him.

      “Stand down. All three of you. Now.”

      They looked at him, then lowered their rifles. Kane looked from Tabitha to Ralphie as the cook readied his rifle.

      “Keep easy,” he said. “We’re trying to avoid a firefight, here. Just the same, be ready.”

      Tabitha and Ralphie both nodded. Kane took a breath and went to the diner door, grasping the handle.

      “I’m coming out,” he said, focusing on Chesterfield.

      He heard Chesterfield breathing, his gear amplifying the sound, making it hollow and deep. Kane opened the door and stepped out into the cool morning air, his eyes fixed on Chesterfield and his men. The three soldiers reacted, each taking aim.

      “What’s this shit, Chesterfield?” Kane said. “I thought we made an agreement. Or do the Rules of War not apply here?”

      “You were ordered to stand down,” Chesterfield growled at his men. The three lowered their guns, each keeping his masked face on Kane.

      Kane glanced over his shoulders, saw the barrel of Ralphie’s gun in the window, the blue glow from Tabitha’s hands behind the blinds. Kane motioned with his hands. Down.

      He looked back at Chesterfield as the general rasped at him.

      “You are to come with me.”

      “No.”

      “You act as if you have a choice.”

      “Why doesn’t Gentry want me dead?”

      Chesterfield cocked his head at the question, put his hands behind his back as he began to pace.

      “I follow orders, Mr. Shepherd,” he said. “I don’t ask the aristocrats their reasoning or agenda. Frankly, I find their games tiring.”

      “Sure as shit don’t mind working for them,” Kane said.

      Chesterfield stopped and faced him.

      “Duty is duty, Mr. Shepherd.”

      “Money bought your sense of duty,” Kane said with a snort. “Classic.”

      “There are greater things than money,” Chesterfield said, moving closer to Kane. His put his face close to Kane’s, the hose on the mask inches from Kane’s nose. “Above all: power.”

      “Over who?” Kane said. “The people? You already have that.”

      “We control them through fear,” Chesterfield said casually, turning away and pacing back towards his men. “Fear can only go so far. Men can be pushed away from it, can grow tired of it. Learn to resist it, face it.” He turned back to Kane, his goggled stare cruel and dead at the same time. “Overcome it.”

      “So you’re saying that you’re afraid?” Kane said.

      Chesterfield chuckled, the sound deep and hateful.

      “Not in the slightest.” He stepped back towards Kane. “Just as man can overcome fear, the fearsome can adapt. Create new situations. New threats.” He leaned in closer to Kane this time, so close that Kane could almost see his eyes through the goggles. “Fear is a lack of hope. If fear is threatened by new hope, then the new hope must simply be removed. And that, Kane Shepherd, is what I’ve come to show you. The hope you’ve given the people here in Hidden Valley is now gone.”

      “I’ve been on the run,” Kane said, shrugging, refusing to back down from the Blood Priest. “Gotten into a fight here and there. I haven’t done anything to give these people hope.”

      Chesterfield shook his head slowly.

      “You keep yourself blind,” he said with a growl. “You drown yourself in your own humility. Refuse to see what is directly in front of you.”

      “Right now, I see a psychopath being a good little puppet with William Gentry’s hand up his ass.” Kane looked him up and down. “Pretty accurate?”

      “You’re coming with me.”

      “Nope.”

      “You forget that you are alive right now because I have ordered these men to stand down.”

      Kane went right back at Chesterfield, his teeth grit as he spoke.

      “You think I’m stupid? The minute I’m dead, Gentry calls off whatever little arrangement he has with you and the Special Forces. The minute I leave Hidden Valley, you torch the place.”

      Chesterfield nodded.

      “You are only so accurate,” he said. “Hidden Valley is surrounded. Troops guard every feasible way out. Airships patrol the borders. No one leaves.” He raised his hand, his gloved finger pointed in Kane’s face. “Unless they are escorted by me. Willingly. You are cornered, Mr. Shepherd. Mr. Kane Shepherd. Hero.” Chesterfield spat the word “hero” as if he’d bitten off a piece of rotten food. “I will give you twenty-four hours to comply. Come willingly, cooperatively, and Hidden Valley will be spared. Force us to take you, and you will be handcuffed to the observation deck of that Battle Cruiser. You will watch this place burn along with all of the people who live here. No one survives.”

      Kane stood stock still, keeping his hard stare on Chesterfield’s goggled eyes. He worked his jaw muscles, kept his mouth shut, his hands by his side to keep from grabbing the man, breaking him.

      The last thing he needed to do was start a fire fight.

      “Nothing?” Chesterfield said, humor in his voice. “No witty comeback from the great Kane Shepherd?” He grunted. “I see you manage to disappoint even your enemies.” He spun on his heal, his red cape flowing behind him as he marched away. “Twenty-four hours to either save this shit hole or watch it burn. Your choice. And choose wisely. I am not known for mercy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The air in Ralphie’s diner was thick, heavy with tension and uncertainty. Ralphie stayed at the window, his rifle aimed until Chesterfield and his men were out of sight. Bette was up in the apartment, also with a rifle aimed, and didn’t come down until after the Special Forces were gone.

      Kane sat in the booth, staring down at his half-eaten breakfast, trying to find a way to force himself to eat. He needed to eat. It’d been too long since his last meal. And yet, here he was looking at a plate of French Toast while airships hovered in the sky and troops waited for the order to lay siege to Hidden Valley and kill hundreds of innocent people.

      Thousands if they wiped out all the neighborhoods in Hell’s Kitchen.

      All because of him.

      Tabitha sat across from Kane, watching him, her expression troubled.

      “He means it, doesn’t he?” she said. “He’ll destroy this place? Kill everyone if you don’t turn yourself over?”

      “It’s crap,” Kane said, looking up at her. “He’ll level the place even if I do. Let’s not kid ourselves on that. That speech at the conference was just a nice way of letting everyone know that Hidden Valley’s days are numbered. The minute I’m gone, this place goes up.”

      “Why not do it while you were in Charleston?” Ralphie asked. “Would’ve made more sense.”

      “They started with that shipyard,” Kane said. “There was an uprising. They blamed Magicians. I thought it was just a tactic before, just a bullshit reason they cooked up to justify making an example using a lot of fire and dead people, but they may not have been lying entirely. They’ve put a lot of effort in creating a collective fear of anyone who can use magic. Chris’s group tossing blasts at the conference just sealed the deal on it.”

      “So it’s his fault,” Tabitha said, sitting up. She smacked her fist into her palm. “Bastard. I could’ve sworn he was trustworthy.”

      “Can’t really lay it all on him,” Kane said. “They would’ve found some other reason. Another way. Only difference is now they can bomb the hell out of the place without it being a public relations nightmare for them. Paint the place as a haven for the Magician threat.”

      “‘Put the enemy where we can see them,’” Ralphie said with a grunt as he turned away. “Shit. I got a kitchen to clean and bags to pack. Get me and Bette out of here before the shit storm hits.”

      Kane looked at Ralphie as the cook walked back to the kitchen, then turned his gaze to the Battle Cruiser.

      “See them,” he said under his breath. An idea began to form. “Right where we can see them.”

      “What are you thinking?” Tabitha said, leaning in. “Kane, I can almost hear your boiler swelling.”

      Kane looked at her.

      “We can see them,” he said. “The Battle Cruiser. The Soldiers. Everyone can.”

      “Yes,” Tabitha said, drawing it out as she raised an eyebrow. “Have you thrown a gear or something?”

      “Maybe,” he said, standing. “We need to get back to the coal yard.”
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        * * *

      

      “Evacuate?” Chris said, his eyes wide in disbelief. “Are you crazy?! Do you know what it would take to evacuate the entire neighborhood?!”

      Kane nodded, glancing around at the rest of the homeless who gathered to listen. He saw Wilhelmina standing over by her barrel fire, Lexi dutifully next to her holding the possum. The coal yard looked different in the daylight, the rust on the steel structures more visible, the shadows and hiding spots fewer. The area was still dimmer than it should’ve been thanks to the shadow of the Battle Cruiser hovering above.

      “There’s enough of us to get the ball rolling,” Kane said. “Spread the word.”

      “Word in Hidden Valley travels quick,” Tabitha chimed in. “It’d be a couple of hours before everyone knew what was going on.”

      “Brilliant plan,” Chris said, crossing his arms in front of him. “And how do you plan to get them out? Think Chesterfield will let them by if we ask nicely?”

      Kane nodded, not fighting back the sarcasm.

      “He might. Seems reasonable when I talk to him.” He eyed Chris. “Or we could sneak them out. We can see them plainly, so we know where not to be.”

      Chris pointed at the sky.

      “There’s a fucking big battleship up there with little battleships circling around it. Kind of hard to think they might not have eyes everywhere.” He uncrossed his arms and ran his hands through his hair. “The only place they wouldn’t see us is underground.” He caught himself, his eyes widening as he smacked himself on the forehead. “The subway!”

      “What?” Kane said. “What subway?”

      Tabitha clapped her hands.

      “Oh, I didn’t think about that!”

      Chris turned, his people giving way for him to pace as he spoke.

      “Before the turn of the century, Boston developed an underground train system called a subway. It was supposed to make traveling around the city faster. New Chicago started the same thing about twenty years ago. 1901. That was the beginning of the Steam Revolution. They abandoned the subway project in favor of airships. Cheaper, faster, and a lot more luxurious.” He turned to Kane. “But the tunnels were mostly dug before they abandoned the project. They’d only just begun setting tracks.”

      “Which means those tunnels should still be down there,” Kane said, catching on. “Maybe even reaching into the city.”

      “So that’s the grand plan you white men come up with?” Wilhelmina called from her barrel fire. “Travel underground like a bunch o’ rabbits?”

      Kane looked at her, his agitation rising.

      “Got a better idea?”

      Wil grinned at him and shrugged.

      “Nope,” she said. “I like it.” Her grin broadened. “Jus’ remember that rabbits can be trapped. Damn fools to think they don’t have that covered.” She reached down into the barrel fire, the waves of heat rising up intensifying as the flames seemed to move away from her flesh. She pulled a fistful of ash from the fire and flung it outward, the group stepping back as the burning embers hit the ground, swirled and began to form shapes. Buildings, streets, even carriages and airships, the ashes floating in place, the structures mildly transparent as the black particles danced in the air. Burning embers floated where windows would be, where lights on the Battle Cruiser and gunners would be mounted searching down as the smaller ships moved about.

      Hidden Valley. It was a living replica of Hidden Valley.

      Kane heard Tabitha gasp, clapping her hands excitedly.

      “Oh, that is so neat!” she said. “Can you do Paris? I’ve always wanted to see Paris!”

      Wil shook her head, muttering something about “fool child” as she moved over to the image.

      “This here a map,” she said. “A living map. Can look and see all. All ‘cept what’s underground. Ain’t been down there, so I can’t make no map of that.”

      Kane crouched down over the map, looking up and down the streets. The ashes formed people wandering out of their homes, looking up at the sky, pointing as they spoke to their neighbors. Mothers rushed children back inside, locked the doors as men gathered and talked amongst themselves. He saw the Walking Bridge, the soldiers moving up and down the area, armed with rifles and blunderbusses. He looked around the edge of the map, shaking his head.

      “Look at the perimeter,” he said, pointing. “Troops at every exit street, and gunners flying over where they can’t set up guard.”

      “Looks weakest right at the streets leading into the city,” Chris said, pointing. He gave a bitter laugh. “Always easier to go right into the lion’s mouth than it is to try and go around him.”

      “It’s a trap,” Kane said. “The minute they see us coming that way, it’ll be a shooting gallery, and Hidden Valley will be wiped out while we’re dealing it those guards. Look.” Kane pointed to two groups staked out behind the buildings on either side of the street leading into the city. “Pincer attack. We’d be done before we even got started. We’re going to have to use your subway tunnels if we want any prayer of getting people out of here.”

      “Damn,” Chris muttered.

      “We need somewhere to hide everyone,” Kane said. “Somewhere they can hole up once we get them out.”

      Chris stood, stroking his beard in thought.

      “There’s a subway station underneath New Chicago. Big one. They’d meant to make it the largest, but it was abandoned along with the project. No one goes down there. I’m fairly certain it still exists.”

      Kane stood, shaking his head.

      “We can’t work with ‘fairly certain.’” He looked at Chris. “We need to scout those tunnels before we start leading innocent people down there. Make sure the Special Forces and the Templars don’t have the same idea we do.”

      Chris shook his head.

      “I doubt it. No one goes down there. Not many know about it.”

      “You do,” Tabitha said, chiming in. “Now we do. It doesn’t matter if only one person knows. It matters who knows.”

      Kane nodded to her.

      “She’s right. We need to go down there ready for a fight. They may have a few down there, they may have an army. We need to know that before we take people down there. Period.”

      Chris nodded.

      “Alright,” he said. “I’ll have some people start spreading the word, get the evacuation public. We’ll use word of mouth. Keep it out of print. There’s only a few hundred people left, so it shouldn’t take long.” He looked at Kane. “We’ll need a scout team to go down there. Magicians.”

      Kane looked at him, raised an eyebrow.

      “A few hundred?”

      Chris nodded.

      “People have been leaving. Moving out. Whole areas cleared out.”

      “When?”

      “When you left for the South. Pulled that little stunt in the old shipyard.” Chris sighed. “Refugees have been heading South. Most on foot. A good many stowed away on transports headed to the Southern plantations. That’s how we got Bill out of here when we sprung him.” He grinned at Kane.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      Chris motioned to Tabitha.

      “Because your girlfriend is volunteering you.”

      Kane looked around to see Tabitha grinning, pointing between the two of them.

      “We’re in!” she said before he could speak.

      Chris clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re leading scout mission, Shepherd.”

      Kane blinked.

      “Wait, what?”

      Chris called over his shoulder as he walked off.

      “Your idea, your lead.”

      Kane rolled his eyes, rubbed his face, and looked at Tabitha. “Thanks.”

      She smiled and scrunched her nose at him, clasping her hands in front of her as she rocked on her heels. “You’re welcome!”
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        * * *

      

      Kane, Chris, and Tabitha spent another hour looking over Wilhelmina’s illusion of Hidden Valley, trying to find the way into the subway, good vantage points to cover the people as they were evacuated, and routes to take to avoid being seen. It would be difficult, requiring a lot of diversionary tactics to get everyone to the subway entrance without being noticed.

      “You leave that to me,” Wil said. “They lookin’ for Magicians. Ain’t never danced with no Conjure lady, I promise you that.” She turned away from the map and looked at Lexi. “Go get that thing ready, girl. Gonna whip up a party for them Special Forces men.”

      Lexi nodded, the possum snuggling in under her chin as she turned and went to the barrel fire.

      “Make sure it’s a good one,” Kane said. “You’re coming with us.”

      Wil huffed, putting her hands on her hips and sticking her chin out in defiance.

      “Why me?”

      Kane waved his hand over the illusion.

      “If you can conjure a map like this of places you’ve been, then we need you to go down there so we can have a map of the subway system as well.” He grinned. “Besides, like you said: they’ve never danced with a Conjure lady.”

      Wil stared at him as if her eyes could burn him alive where he stood.

      “I hate your ass, Kane Shepherd.”

      “Get in line.”

      Wil stalked off with a growl, plucked the possum from Lexi’s arms, and threw the animal angrily into the fire. She uttered something in Gullah, waving her arms over the fire. The flames suddenly sucked into the barrel as if they were pulled in. A thundering blast sent a ring of fire outwards, the force vibrating the ground as a pillar of fire launched into the sky above the clouds. The clouds darkened, thunder rolling in the sky as the scent of rain hit the air, metallic and sharp. The wind picked up slightly, signs of a storm weighing heavy on Hidden Valley. Kane looked at the map. Lightning jumped across the sky, sailed close to a few of the Special Forces ships. They fell back towards the Battle Cruiser to get under cover, leaving their patrol areas in the process.

      “Wow,” Tabitha breathed.

      “Okay,” Kane said. “That’s our cue. If we’re gonna do this, we go now.”

      Wil’s barrel fire belched ash and ember as the possum leapt from the flames and hit the ground. It shook off the fire as if it was water and scurried back into Lexi’s waiting arms. She looked at Wil, her brow furrowed in anger.

      “You don’t have to hurt him, you know.”

      Wil looked down at her with a smile.

      “Pain make the magic work. Life is pain, child. And him happy to do it for his witchy conjure mama.” She reached down and stroked the possum’s coarse, greasy looking fur. “It’s the loyalty to duty that make a simple pet so much more. The life of a Familiar.” She reached up and brushed the little girl’s cheek. “And him have you to dote on him, anyway. Just don’t spoil him. He don’t get no cookie for doin’ his job.”
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        * * *

      

      The entrance to the old subway was actually closer to the Walking Bridge than they thought, which gave Kane more confidence that the tunnels would lead into the city. The station below was large, the walls stone, such as boards, steel rods, and mortar scattered about. Telltale signs of abandoned construction. The air was musty, dank and thick with the smell of soil, concrete, and rusted metal, the place cold and dark save for the fireball Kane held in his hand as a light source.

      “We could just bring them here,” Chris said, looking around. “It’s smaller than the one in the city, but it’s less risky.”

      “It’s way riskier,” Kane said. “You’ve never seen a Battle Cruiser in action. The firepower it’s carrying could cave this place in, no problem. We’d all be sitting ducks. We’ve got to push to the city side.”

      Wil looked around, rubbed her arms and shivered.

      “Damn you, Kane Shepherd,” she grouched. “I don’ like the cold. This place hellish. Good for nothin’ but makin’ you feel dead and walkin’.”

      “Would you rather deal with the Special Forces?” Kane asked, turning to her.

      Wil gave a “Hrumph!”, stamping her foot as she scowled at him.

      “I’d rather fight than do all this sneakin’ ‘round. Gonna lead these people through a damn dank hole.”

      “Just pay attention to the place so you can get a map conjured for us later,” Kane said, rolling his eyes and shaking his head. “We’ll need to be able to show Chris’s people where to go.”

      “That way,” Tabitha said, pointing to the train tunnel. “I wonder if it’s a straight shot to the city?”

      “How you know, girl?” Wil snapped.

      Tabitha smiled.

      “Smells better than in here. Besides, Jones told me all about the old system once. He told me not to take his word for it, though. He never came down here, himself.”

      Kane nodded.

      “We go that way.”

      The tunnel was even darker than the station had been, danker, the sound of dripping water from the condensation on the pipes echoing off the walls. The tracks were rusted, the rail ties rotted and weak. Though it was large enough to accommodate a train, the place was still tight. Claustrophobic. Their footfalls echoed along with the dripping water, the sounds bouncing off cracked and unfinished brick and concrete. It was only a few minutes before they reached the area where progress had stopped, the walls and ceiling suddenly becoming rough rock and stone braced by large pillars erected to hold things in place and prevent a cave-in. The tracks had also stopped, the ground now the same stone and rock as the walls and ceiling.

      “I don’t like this, Kane,” Tabitha said, falling into step beside him as they made their way through the forest of shoring. “This doesn’t look safe.”

      “It’s safe,” Chris said. “Pretty standard stuff. Shoring should be fine.”

      “Unless they start bombing,” Kane said. “We’ll have to be quick leading people out. This place isn’t meant to withstand an attack. A well-place mortar or a grenade could bring it all down.”

      “Makin’ me feel better already,” Wil grumbled. “Stop.”

      Kane turned, his aggravation flaring.

      “Dammit, Wil. I’m sick of li—”

      Wil held up her hand.

      “Shut your mouth,” she snapped. “Listen.”

      Kane let his hearing loose, heard voices down the tunnel mingle with the sound of armor squeaking, a gun being made ready. A sigh of exasperation. Someone belched.

      “Damn, Conners. Don’t hog the beer. Shit!”

      The response dripped with sarcasm.

      “Sorry, mom.”

      Kane motioned to the others to stay quiet and get down, hug the walls. He dropped to a knee and listened.

      “Chesterfield’s an asshole,” said a third voice. “Gimme that flask, Jenkins. I need a little.”

      “I don’t know why the fuck he would think those assholes would come down here,” the voice named Jenkins said. “Hell, only place it leads is to the city.”

      “Still,” said the first voice. “It’s better than being there when they give the order to wipe the place.”

      The voice named Conners laughed.

      “Not a wipe, gentlemen. ‘Neighborhood beautification.’”

      “Yeah, like Davis said,” said Jenkins. “Place is a sore spot. Needs it.”

      Kane looked back at Wil. She shrugged.

      “Can’t hear shit,” she said, her voice low. “Felt ‘em, though. Smell ‘em. Damn sweat and alcohol. Buncha fools.”

      “Doesn’t make them any less dangerous,” Kane said, lowering his voice. “They’re a couple hundred yards up. Three of them. Looks like Chesterfield banked on us using the subway after all.”

      “Three’s all it would take,” Chris said, moving in close so he could be heard. “Tight as this place is? They could turn it into a shooting gallery.”

      “We need to take them out,” Kane said. “Tabitha, on the right. Chris, take left side. Wil–”

      Wil groaned suddenly, clutched her chest as if short of air. She looked at Kane, her eyes wide.

      “Wil?” Tabitha said. “Wil! What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      Wil shook her head, slumped against the wall, breathing as she reached out and touched Tabitha’s shoulder.

      “I’m—I’m okay, child,” she said. “Somethin’ up top. Not right.” She looked at Kane. “I can fight, Kane Shepherd. But we need to get back.”

      Kane nodded.

      “Wil, with me. Everyone move.”

      Tabitha and Chris nodded and assumed their positions on either side of the tunnel. Kane moved down the middle, activating his amulet as he went. He heard Wil sigh audibly, glanced over to see her shaking her head.

      “If you need to sit back, I need to know right now,” he said, his voice a whisper.

      “No,” she said. “I said I can fight, and I can. Just keep this quick.”

      The tunnel opened into a wider maintenance area, long squared pieces of shoring stacked and banded, a few shovels and pickaxes strewn about, and an abandoned concrete mixer. Kane spotted the three troopers right away. One leaned casually against the cord of wood while the other two stood by the mixer passing a flask around. They had their helmets off, their hair short and their faces clean-shaven. The light from the gas lamp glinted off their armor, bathed the space an eerie blue. The youngest-looking one by the mixer shifted his eyes directly at Kane. He jumped to attention, his rifle off of his back and aimed instantly.

      “Freeze, Shepherd!”

      The other two soldiers moved into position, their rifles aimed. Kane put his hands up, nudged Wil to do the same.

      “You got me, boys,” Kane said.

      “I want to see you deactivate your amulet,” said Davis. “Right now.”

      “Read your briefing, I see,” Kane said as he slowly put his hand in his pocket and pulled the amulet out. He rubbed his thumb over the surface, wiping the rune away. “Okay. I’m good.”

      One of them pointed his gun directly at Wil.

      “Christ,” he breathed. Kane placed the voice with the face. Conners. The trooper looked her up and down. “What the hell are you wearing?”

      Wil chuckled.

      “What,” she said. “This old thing?”

      “Bitch has fucking animal bones on her clothes.” Jenkins. “What the hell?”

      “You, too,” Davis said, nodding to Wil. “Amulet. Deactivate it.”

      Wil shrugged.

      “Ain’t got no amulet.”

      “Bullshit,” Davis said. “You wanna play hardball with me? Deactivate that amulet.”

      “I ain’t no liar,” Wil spat right back. “Ain’t got no amulet.”

      Davis moved closer to her, pointed his rifle in her face.

      “Do it now!” He said, his tone hard and authoritative. “I will kill you, Magician!”

      Wil’s grin was broad, mischievous and evil, her eyes flashing as she held her arms out by her sides.

      “Ain’t no Magician, soldier man,” she said. “Hoodoo. And you jus’ threatened yourself a Mambo from hell!”

      Kane looked over his shoulder.

      “Do it!”

      An ice spear sailed out from the dark. Conners went to the ground like a sack of bricks, the spear stuck in his chest. An energy blast shot out at Jenkins. The soldier ducked it, took aim at Wil. She pointed at him, grumbled something in Gullah. The ground erupted under his feet. He screamed as a set of vines reached up, grabbed him by the neck, lifted him in the air. He gagged and smacked at the tendril. Wil waved her hands, the vine mimicking the motion, dangling the Special Forces trooper like a ragdoll. She slung her hand out to the side, and the vine wailed the gagging man against the wall, his skull giving with a loud crack before the plant dropped his lifeless body to the ground. Davis looked around in a panic, distracted. Kane kicked the rifle out of his hand, went to tackle him. Davis sidestepped him, delivered a blow to Kane’s ribs before landing a punch behind his ear. Lights flashed in Kane’s eyes from the blow. He pushed through it, came around with his elbow, caught Davis in the nose, and spun on the man as he staggered. Kane landed another blow to Davis’s teeth. He took another swing, but Davis blocked it and countered with a kick to Kane’s gut, sent him reeling. He shook it off, started back at Davis when the man dropped to one knee, screaming as he held the other, an ice shard sticking out through the spot where his kneecap would’ve been. He clutched at the knee, writhing on the ground as the armor on his leg began to turn blue.

      A vine sprang from the ground, wrapped itself around his neck. The man began to choke, his eyes bulging wide as Wil stepped over him, her hand out. She grunted at him, her mouth twisted in a sinister grin as she closed her hand into a fist. There was an audible crack, and Davis went still.

      Kane looked at her and shook his head.

      “We could’ve questioned him.”

      Wil shrugged.

      “Oh well.”

      Tabitha and Chris stepped out into the open, looking around at the three dead troopers.

      “That was easy,” Tabitha said. “I didn’t even break a sweat! Not that I could. It’s cold down here.”

      “It was too easy,” Kane said as he turned and looked ahead, the tunnel black. He went to the gas lamp and checked the fuel. Half full. Plenty. “These men weren’t sent here to stop us.”

      “Didn’t stop them from trying,” Chris said.

      “Don’ make sense to tell the bait it’s gonna go on the hook for the big fish,” Wil said, looking at Kane. “Him make a good point. For once. This just a setup.”

      Tabitha looked at Kane.

      “A setup? Do you think they’re expecting us?”

      Kane shrugged.

      “You would know better than I would.”

      Tabitha shook her head.

      “It just happens. I don’t mean to do it. You know that. I can’t control what I see.”

      “It’d be easy,” Chris said to her. “Herd them all into the station at the end, then cave it in.”

      Kane shook his head.

      “Damn. We don’t have a choice. This is the only chance we have to get everyone out.” He looked at Chris. “It’s a risk, but it’s all we’ve got.”

      Wil turned to Tabitha.

      “Girl, you been talkin’ to the dead, lately,” she said. “What they been sayin’ on it?”

      Tabitha looked at her.

      “I mean…I’m not trying to talk to dead people,” she said. “They just…sort of show up. Like I said: I can’t control it.”

      Wil stepped towards her, her tone hard.

      “Try it, girl. Do it. Tell us what they see.”

      Tabitha nodded reluctantly, closed her eyes, her fists clenched at her sides as she stood still, her brow furrowed as if she were concentrating hard. She shook her head, opened her eyes, and looked at Wil.

      “I can’t,” she said, her tone insistent. “It doesn’t work like that.”

      “Bullshit,” Wil snapped. “You ain’t tryin’ hard enough.”

      Tabitha’s lip trembled, her eyes watering.

      “Wil, that’s enough,” Kane said, stepping forward. “She tried.”

      “She ain’t done shit,” Wil said, not looking at him. “Magic hurt. Magic need pain. You ain’t got enough pain, girl.”

      “I said stop, Wil.”

      “Pain?” Tabitha said, her tone angry. “What do you know about my pain?”

      Wil put her face close to Tabitha’s.

      “Can’t hate nobody for your baby. She die all on her own.”

      Kane saw Tabitha’s face twist in rage as she lunged at Wil. Wil cackled as Tabitha grabbed her by the throat, the two going down onto the ground. Kane went to grab Tabitha and pull her off. Tabitha fought him, pulled against him as she let go of Wil’s throat and slapped her over and over, screaming at her through tears and sobbing. Kane managed to drag her off the Marsh Witch, Tabitha flailing and cursing as she fought to get free.

      “Stop!” Kane shouted. “Tabitha, stop!”

      Tabitha went rigid instantly, sprang from Kane’s arm, and stood stock still, her arms straight down by her sides. Kane went to her, looked at her face.

      At her solid white eyes.

      “Here they are again,” she said, her voice soft. Elderly. “Died this alleyway and still can’t get any damned sleep. It hurts. They always come. Always causing…no. Don’t do that. Let her go!”

      “Let who go?” Kane said. He heard Chris help Wil to her feet, kept his eyes on Tabitha as she spoke again.

      “Leave that girl alone! Put her down! Don’t hurt that poor creature! Run, big rat! Get help! Where’s her mama?”

      Kane’s gut sank.

      “Who’s her mama?”

      Tabitha jerked, looked at him with her blank white eyes, her mouth drawn, her lips terse and thin.

      “That lady from the South. The one who wears dead things. They took her child.”
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      Tabitha staggered, listless as her eyes went to normal and rolled back. Kane caught her as she began to collapse, helped her stay on her feet. She held onto him.

      “I’m okay,” she breathed. “I’m okay.”

      Kane looked at Wil. She’d turned her back to them, her body tense, trembling. She worked her hands, opening her fingers as far as they would go, closing them back into tight fists over and over again. Kane looked at Chris. The newsie’s eyes were on Wilhelmina, wide and fearful as he stepped back, his hands up in defense.

      “Wil,” Kane said. Tabitha touched his arm and nodded, motioned for him to go to Wil. Kane obeyed, moving towards the Marsh Witch as he spoke again. “Wil? We’ll find her. We’ll get her back.”

      Wil rounded on Kane, her eyes wide, glowing red with fury, her teeth clenched, blackened and grit as she stepped towards him.

      “We?!” she snapped. “She my responsibility! I take that girl under my care! Into my circle! Make her caretaker for my familiar!” She jabbed a finger at her chest with each sentence, stepping closer until she was a foot away from Kane. Close enough to smell the pluff mud aroma on her dress and the rot on her breath. “I don’t remember no peckerwood Magician boy havin’ a damned thing to do with it. Other than bring trouble with him wherever him go!”

      Kane looked at Chris.

      “Grab that gas lamp. We’re going back up.”

      Wil huffed, began backing away from Kane as the shadows grew darker behind her, reached for her.

      “You make your own way back through them tunnels. I got my own way.”

      The shadows swirled around Wil, enveloped her, receded back into the abyss with nothing left but two barefoot prints on the ground where she’d been standing only seconds before.

      “Shit,” Kane muttered.

      “What the hell was that?” Chris asked. “I’ve never seen that!”

      “Calm down,” Kane said. “She does that. It’s her way of teleporting. And there’s no telling where she is. We need to get back up there.” He turned to Tabitha. “Can you walk?”

      She nodded.

      “Yeah,” she said. “I’m starting to feel better already.” She put her hand on her cheek. “Oh, Kane, that poor girl! He took her!”

      “Who did?”

      “Chesterfield!”

      Kane looked around.

      “It doesn’t make sense. Why take the girl?”

      “Unless they know something about your friend,” Chris said.

      Kane rubbed his forehead. How could he be so stupid?!

      “Shit. Shit!”

      “What?” Chris said. “Shit what?”

      “Chesterfield knows about Wil,” Kane said. “Can you teleport?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Head up to the surface. Get everyone ready to move down here.” Kane turned to Tabitha. “We need to find Wil right now. She’s walking into a trap.”

      “Wait a minute,” Chris said. “How does he know about her?”

      Something popped above them, above the ground. Another pop. Another. More. Rapid, one right after the other. Kane sent his hearing upwards. Screaming. Move. Get away. Clear out that building. Let him go, he’s gone. Shots fired.

      Shots fired.

      Kane pulled his hearing back in and spun on his heel, facing Chris, his tone hard as he barked at him.

      “No time for that! Get up there and get those people into the tunnel!”

      Chris nodded, muttered something in French, and blinked out of sight. Kane went back to Tabitha, putting his hand in his pocket and activated his amulet. He cast his Ethereal Fire, then looked at her.

      “Straight up,” Kane said. “Right into it. Are you ready?”

      She nodded, took his hand in hers. She looked grounded, determined.

      “After what I just went through, I really need a good fight. Draugalega Ferðast!”

      Kane grit his teeth against the cold rush as they were lifted off the ground, the ceiling coming at them quickly, past them, the street under their feet as the cold dissipated as fast as it’d come. He had a split second to see that they were in the middle of the street, not far from the grocery. Kane ducked and flung a charged fireball at a group of soldiers caught off guard by the two Magicians that’d just materialized in front of them. The blast caught one square in the helmet, exploded, sending his group into the air along with his body parts. People ran through the streets, screaming, calling out to others to follow them, children crying in terror as more Special Forces stormed the neighborhood, shooting up buildings, peppering the crowd as they ran for the Walking Bridge.

      One side. The troops were only attacking from one side.

      They were herding them.

      Tabitha hurled an ice spear at another soldier rushing them, his blunderbuss aimed high. It went through his stomach as she sent another one at his partner. The second shot didn’t have time to form a spear, the blast freezing the man’s armor until his leg crumbled into frozen bits of copper and meat. He howled in pain, only to be answered by a bullet to the helmet.

      Kane looked up. They were in front of Ralphie’s. He heard Bette’s voice from above.

      “That one’s on the house, honey!”

      Kane nodded to her, then looked down just as the diner door blew open, wood splintering, glass shattering as Ralphie stormed through like a runaway freight train. Two soldiers that had been making for the diner ducked the debris as Ralphie came right at them, reached out and grabbed each one by the head. He clashed their helmets together repeatedly until they dented and cracked. A few more ran at him, guns blazing. He dropped one corpse to the ground and ran at them, using the second as a meat shield as he barreled towards the others and began to bludgeon them with their own comrade, swinging the dead man around like a club. More came. Kane saw them take aim, Ralphie too busy beating the others to a pulp to notice. He called over his shoulder.

      “Tabitha, cover me!”

      Kane threw a sizable fireball at the man in the lead, caught him solidly in the face. Another fireball found its victim’s chest. Gunfire rang out. Kane cast his Ethereal Shield, the bullets stopping a foot from him, melting in the shield’s heat. He hurled another fireball at them, this one charged. It struck the fire hydrant on the corner, sent chunks of cast iron in every direction. Water erupted from the stump where they hydrant had been, shot at least two stories into the air before it began to rain down on them.

      “Kane!” Tabitha shouted. “Get out of there!”

      Kane looked just in time to see Tabitha run into the center of the falling water. Troops took aim as she crouched down. He looked up at Ralphie.

      “Ralphie, move!”

      The cook dropped his man-bludgeon and took off at a sprint, bowling through two soaked troopers as more surrounded them, their guns aimed at Tabitha, water dripping from their armor. Kane tried to back away, ran into a soldier with his blunderbuss aimed at his gut.

      “Freeze, Shepherd!”

      Kane grinned at him.

      “No, you.”

      Kane swept his arm over his head as he ducked, his Ethereal Shield wrapping around him. Tabitha’s voice rang out above the roar of the water and rain.

      “Geðveikur frysta!”

      A ring of blue energy spread out from Tabitha’s crouched form, the water on the ground freezing in its wake. It hit Kane’s shield, going around the fire as it went through the soldier next to him. The others in the area screamed and cried out as the water on their armor froze over, their joints stiff as copper went to bluish white, droplets turning into icicles, shouts and calls for help choking off as their throats froze shut. The water spout froze from the ground up, stopping in time, now a white tree of ice. The blast dissipated. The area was quiet, ice deadening sound.

      Kane stood, killed the shield spell, the cold hitting him like a punch to the gut. He went to Tabitha, who stood and looked around at her handiwork.

      “Ghostly Freeze. Reminds me of Christmas,” she said with a grin as she began to sing in a small voice. “Up on the house top, reindeer paws…”

      Ralphie moved back towards them, bumping into one of the frozen troops as he went. The soldier fell back, hit the ground, and shattered into bloody ice chunks.

      “Oops,” he said, his tone rich with sarcasm. He spat on the remains. “Bitch.”

      Kane approached him.

      “Ralphie, there’s an evacuation.”

      “I know,” Ralphie said. “Bunch of people just left outta here. Subway, huh?”

      “Better than going head on,” Kane said. “Can you help them get the people out? Look for a guy named Chris, tell him I sent you.”

      Bette wandered out from the diner, looking around at the wreckage before smiling at Tabitha.

      “Love what you’ve done with the place, hon.”

      Kane looked at Bette.

      “How many more rounds you got?”

      “A few dozen,” Bette said.

      “Good, you might need it.” He turned back to Ralphie. “Have you heard anything about the hospital?”

      “Nothin’,” Ralphie said. “I know I saw a group of streeters headed that way.”

      “Those might be Chris’s people. Good.” Kane turned back to Tabitha. “Can you get them to the Walking Bridge? I’ll go look for Wilhelmina.”

      She nodded, her mouth turning down to a small frown. She stared at him, her blue eyes large and full of worry. He knew that look.

      He didn’t want to leave her, either.

      Kane grabbed Tabitha by the arm, pulled her to him, kissed her full on the lips, held her close to him. She returned the kiss, went to put her arms around him, but he pulled away before she could. He couldn’t let her. He knew he’d never leave, never go after Wil.

      Lose his chance to stop the insanity.

      “We’ll continue this conversation when I get back,” Kane said, smiling at her. He heard Bette gasp.

      “Oh, Ralphie, aren’t they adorable?!”

      Another explosion sounded in the distance. Someone screamed from the same area. The scream was immediately cut short.

      “I think I just found Wil,” Kane said, looking back to Tabitha. “Go. I’m right behind you.” He let her go and took off at a run towards the sounds of men screaming, gunfire, and destruction. He wiped his amulet, the thing warm to the touch but surprisingly not overheated, then redrew his rune. He knew he’d want it fresh for the fight.

      A different sound came at him from the other side of the block. Wilhelmina’s cackling echoed all around him, the sound thick with madness and bitter anger. He crossed the street, looking around as he went. Open doors and empty buildings moved by as he ran towards the general store. It looked as if word had spread quick, and Chris’s people were starting to evacuate everyone.

      Almost.

      More sounds of combat and dying came from the right. Kane took the corner, bolted down the street towards the hospital, his lungs on fire from running for so long, his legs going sore, heavier with each step. He heard Wil’s voice carry over, echo off of the buildings in the now empty neighborhood.

      “Good thing we near a hospital,” she said. “Gonna fill up them meat lockers if you don’ tell me where. She. Is!” More screaming. A sickening crunch. The scream cut short. “How about you, sugar? You gonna crunch like a Fiddler Crab or sing like a Blue Heron?”

      Kane saw a shadow near the hospital, something long and snakelike wrapped around the shape of a man. The man twitched, the sound of bones breaking loud and wet, the human shape going limp.

      Kane got close enough to see Wil by the Emergency Room entrance, a long vine sprouting from the ground and shooting after another soldier as he tried to scramble away. He ducked it, saw Kane, ran for him.

      “Help me,” he shouted to Kane. “God, she’s killing us all! Sh–” He stumbled and hit the dirt, Wil’s possum squeaking angrily at his feet where it’d tripped him. Vines grew out of the street, wrapped themselves around the soldier’s arms and legs, pinned him down. The possum turned and ran to Wil, who plucked it up off the ground and tucked into her arms as she walked casually towards the soldier. She looked at Kane as if her eyes were daggers.

      “The hell you want, Kane Shepherd?”

      “You’ve got to get it under control,” Kane said. “We’re leaving. You’re no good to Lexi dead.”

      “Hmph! Who gonna die?” she snapped, biting off the sentence. “Who gonna kill me? I done kill ‘em all, they come after me. This the only one left.” She put her free hand on her hip. “An’ I ain’t goin’ nowhere without that girl.”

      “There are more,” Kane said as the soldier struggled against his bindings, begged Kane to help him. “They’ll be here soon, and they’re armed. We’ve got to move.”

      “She killed them all,” he said, sobbing inside his helmet. “Christ, she killed them all!”

      “Just your group,” Kane said to him. “You were trained to kill Magicians, not her kind. You’d better start talking.”

      “I don’t know anything, man, I swear,” the soldier said.

      Wil grunted, then flashed an evil grin, her voice suddenly syrup and serpentine.

      “Take him glove off, Kane Shepherd. I make him talk.”

      Kane knelt down and pulled the glove off the man’s hand as Wil dropped the possum. The animal ran up to the soldier, screeching as it charged him, locked its teeth into the meat on his hand. It writhed, jerked meat loose as the trooper screamed and flailed. Kane watched as the possum let go and ran back to Wil. It looked at its victim and let out a long screech.

      “You carry a curse now, boy,” Wil said, sauntering up to the soldier. “You and my familiar connected.” She looked down at the possum, grabbed one of its front legs, and snapped it with a flick of her wrist.

      The soldier screamed again, his arm suddenly snapping, bending in an unholy position, bone breaking underneath armor.

      Kane looked down at him. He knew they needed to leave, but he also knew Wil. The only way to end this would be to hurry it along.

      “Start singing, birdie,” he said. “Where’s the little girl? Why’d Chesterfield take her?”

      “I don’t know,” the soldier said, his voice breaking, his breathing rapid from the pain. “He said something about–something about the witch.”

      “Here I am,” Wil said. “Now what you want?”

      “Where’s the girl?” Kane asked again.

      “Chesterfield,” the man said. “He’s keeping her with him.”

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Kane looked at Wil.

      “Break his leg.”

      “No!”

      “Then think real hard,” Kane said, not holding back his anger as he knelt down, got close to the man’s face. “Where’s your boss? Where’s Chesterfield?”

      “Back in the city! Something about the old subway entrance!”

      Kane’s blood went cold. Tabitha. Antonia. Ralphie. All of them were headed into a trap. He stood and looked at Wil.

      “Son of a bitch,” he said. “All those people.”

      “So?” Wil said. “All them versus one asshole.”

      “He’s a Blood Priest,” Kane said. “That’s a lot of people he can drain all at once. Including Lexi.” He stepped closer to her. “Don’t think for a minute he won’t kill a child. You know better than that.”

      Wil looked back down at the soldier, her face twisted in wild fury as she snapped the possum’s other arm. The soldier cried out in agony as his arm contorted, the sound of bone snapping in two. The possum shrieked, the sound not from pain but full of rage, its eyes locked on the man weeping on the ground.

      “What the hell?” Kane said, looking from the soldier back to Wil. “What the hell did you do that for?”

      She shrugged, the gesture nonchalant.

      “Him could’ve told me that from the start.”

      Kane shook his head and looked back down at the man.

      “How does Chesterfield know about Wil?”

      “Informant,” the man said, his voice strained and raspy. “On the inside. Don’t know who. We get the…information through telegraph. Morse Code. I swear. It’s all I know.”

      “Then I’m done with you,” Wil snarled behind Kane. He looked just in time to see her pull a knife from the folds of her dress.

      “No!”

      She rammed the blade into the possum’s stomach, both the animal and the soldier screaming as she worked the blade upwards. Flesh gave way, the possum’s innards spilled to the ground. Kane looked back at the soldier, saw his stomach open. His intestines spilled out as he turned onto his side, tried to move his broken arms against the vines that held him fast to the ground. He gagged and went still, dead in a lake of blood on the street.

      “Hmph,” Wil said, tossing the dead possum to the side.

      Kane rounded on her.

      “What the hell did you kill him for?!”

      Wil gave him a dismissive wave, nudging her chin in the direction she’d tossed the possum.

      “Him be alright in a minute. Once he realize the spell broke.”

      “I’m talking about the human being you just killed,” Kane said, pointing at the dead soldier on the ground.

      “Oh, that,” Wil said, looking down at the body. “I was done with him. Didn’t need him tellin’ his friends what we talked about when they found him with two broke arms.”

      “It was unnecessary,” Kane said, angry. “He couldn’t fight back.”

      She moved to him, her face close to his, her eyes steel as she spoke.

      “It was complete necessary,” Wil hissed. “I do us a favor, Kane Shepherd. Him men find him, and he talk. Besides, them arms no good. Would’ve left him cripple the rest of him life.” She stepped closer to Kane. “But him boss got what’s mine. And I’ll kill anyone who stand in my way.” She narrowed her eyes. “You strong in ways, Kane Shepherd, but you weak were it count. Gonna have to grow a pair, you.”

      “Not by needlessly killing. He was defenseless.”

      “You done kill plenty of these men. What makes this one different?”

      “Those were in combat,” Kane said. “I wouldn’t execute anyone!”

      She grinned at him.

      “You wanna beat the devil,” she said. “Send him packin’ with all his demons? Then you gonna have to be willin’ to be a devil yourself.” Her eyes flashed. “This ain’t no ordinary fight, Kane Shepherd. It’s your life and death now. And the life and death of the people you love.”

      Tabitha flashed through Kane’s mind. Ralphie. Antonia.

      Jones. Marta. Farnsworth. Wilson. All of them.

      Gunshots rang out. More shots, less organized. Return fire?

      Kane took off towards the sound, Wil close behind him. He crossed the street, turned down an alleyway, took a left towards the shop district. Bullets flew through the air, more rounds and blasts of magic hurtling back. Kane saw at least a dozen Special Forces troops hunkered down in the grocery shop firing from cover at a group of residents and Magician streeters. One of the street group shouted over his shoulder at the others, his dark features hard and set. He wore what looked like stolen Special Forces gear, the armor dented and scuffed, charred in spots where bullets had punctured holes into the original owner.

      “Magicians, cover us! The rest on me! Fire at will! Drive them back! Move!”

      Kane stopped, Wil catching up to him as her possum reappeared in her arms.

      “You heard the man,” Kane said. “We cover them.”

      “Ain’t my fight,” Wil argued. “Unless they got Lexi, ain’t my concern.”

      Kane glared at her.

      “I thought you said these were your people?”

      “They gotta fight now,” Wil said. “Lexi is what I care about, now. She can’t fight. Not like against no Blood Priest.”

      Kane shouted at her.

      “You ever want a chance at finding her? This is it. These people are that chance. We don’t help them, it’s that much less likely you’ll ever see her again. You don’t get to walk away from it again!”

      Wil blinked, then grinned at him.

      “You got a set of balls after all, Kane Shepherd,” she said. She whispered in the possum’s ear, then threw it at the battle. It screeched and whipped around in the air, shook as it glowed and began to grow. It hit the ground, the street cracking under the weight of the giant beast it’d become. Spittle dripped from its elongated fangs, its claws were now a good six inches long, and it stood six feet tall to its shoulders. Gunfire ceased for a moment, both sides staring in horror at the beast as it looked at the Revolutionaries. It seemed to grin, then reared around and barreled towards the Special Forces, leapt through the large window of the grocery. Kane could hear growls and chaos amidst screams that sounded from the store.

      “He on your side,” Wil called to the fighters. “Go on!”

      The leader nodded, shouted to his men.

      “Forward!”

      The group advanced on the store as Kane turned to Wil. She raised an eyebrow at him, crossed her arms in front of her.

      “That good enough, Kane Shepherd?”

      Kane smiled.

      “Good enough.”

      The leader stepped out of the ruined grocery and walked towards Kane as the last sounds of gunfire and carnage ceased. The possum followed, back to its regular form as it darted towards Wil and hid under her dress.

      “Christ, I’ve never seen that before,” he said. “What kind of Magician is this?”

      “Not one at all,” Kane said. “Conjure Lady. Name’s Wil. I’m Kane Shepherd. Who are you?”

      “Names Hoyle,” the man said. “Sergeant Gerry Hoyle, 21st Regiment, Special Forces. It’s good to meet you, Mr. Shepherd.”

      Kane looked at him, his body tensing.

      “How do you know who I am?”

      Hoyle shrugged.

      “Heard all about you. Especially that little stunt you pulled in the shipyard a few weeks back. Pissed off a lot of people, Shepherd.” Hoyle grinned. “I thought it was hilarious.”

      Kane nodded, eyeing Hoyle’s armor.

      “You turned on your own people?”

      Hoyle laughed.

      “My people?” he said with a laugh. “That’s rich. I quit a couple years back when it became a private army for the Oligarchy. Joined to serve the many, not the few.

      “Fair enough,” Kane said, relaxing only a little. “What happened here?”

      “I commissioned these men a few hours ago when word came around about the evacuation. We wanted to help. We’d just finished clearing the hospital. We were escorting the last group when we got attacked. Managed to get them to the Walking Bridge, but lost a few men in the process.”

      “Antonia Boudreaux?” Kane said. “Was she in that group?”

      “Negative, sir,” Hoyle said. “She would’ve been in the first group out. We wanted to clear the patients who couldn’t manage themselves first, get the ones less dependent to help. Worked like a charm till the Special Forces came at us. Managed to get the patients out, most of the staff. She and the others should be at the safe point by now.”

      Kane looked at Wil.

      “We need to get to the subway station.”

      “Hell we do,” Wil said. “Ain’t goin’ nowhere till I find Lexi.”

      “We’ll find her,” Kane said. “But, let’s use help. You won’t be able to dodge a bullet by yourself forever.”

      “Is there someone missing?” Hoyle asked, stepping in.

      “Little girl,” Kane said, looking at him. “Wil adopted her, but it looks like Chesterfield grabbed her.”

      “There’s more of us,” Hoyle said, looking at Wil. “I’ve got two more teams rounding up the last of the evacuees. We can cover more ground than you. If she’s here, we’ll find her.”

      Wil looked between them. Kane could see the distrust in her eyes, the battle between two choices in raging in her mind. She grit her teeth.

      “Fine. I can get us there,” Wil said. “But only you, Shepherd. Ain’t got the power to transport a whole group.” She looked at Hoyle. “And you betta’ believe my ass will be back up here lookin’ for my baby.”

      Kane nodded to her, looked at Hoyle.

      “We can manage,” Hoyle said. “We’ll do a sweep, then we’ll bring up the rear. They aren’t firing on us with the airships, but I’m not giving that too much longer.”

      “Right,” Kane said. “We’ll meet you there.”

      Kane looked from Hoyle to her and back again.

      “Have you seen a little girl? About yay tall, dirty, blond hair?” He held his hand out to show Lexi’s height.

      Hoyle shook his head.

      “To be honest, sir, it’s a solid likelihood she’s not up here. My group evacuated the hospital, and my other two units cleared the women and children first. If she’s anywhere, she’s already in the subway.”

      Hoyle was still speaking, but there was no sound. Kane stopped, looking around as a voice whispered on an unseen breeze. Soft. Breathy.

      Frantic.

      “Kane! Kane, help!”

      Tabitha.

      Kane looked at Wil.

      “We gotta go,” he said.

      “Lexi!” she barked back.

      “If Chesterfield has her, we’ll get her back. We gotta get to the subway!” He spun on Hoyle. “Get your men together and get to the tunnel. We’ll meet you there.”

      Hoyle held his hands up.

      “What’s goin’ on?” he said.

      “Just be ready for a fight,” Kane said. He turned back to Wil. “Let’ go.”

      She stared at him, her eyes wild and furious.

      “If she come to harm, it’s your head I’ll come for, Kane Shepherd.”

      She waved her hand, the shadows coming to life around them. Kane felt darkness, the cold seeping into his body, his bones, the chill of death and sorrow surrounding him. The smell of forestry and pluff mud from the Charleston swamplands was replaced instantly by the small of mildew and stale air as the dead cold changed to something less bitter. Kane conjured a fireball, the light staving off the darkness. They were back in the tunnel right where Wilhelmina had left them earlier.

      “I said the station,” Kane said.

      “I ain’t been there,” Wil snapped. “This the last place I know. Can’t just zap us wherever. Not unless I sees it first.” She muttered under her breath. “Ungrateful little…”

      A shot rang out in the tunnels, followed by screams echoing off the walls from the darkness ahead.

      “Let’s go,” Kane said, taking off in that direction. “We gotta go! C’mon!”

      Kane didn’t have time to be impressed at how easily Wil kept up with him. He heard her possum squeak, glanced out of the corner of his eye as she fell into step next to him. The animal materialized on her back, clawing into her dress as it hung on for dear life.

      Kane heard something ahead, the sound of armor moving, guns being readied. Dozens of voices all talking at once, full of panic and worry. He saw two Special Forces soldiers ahead, their guns aimed, their backs to Kane. He saw a group of people in front of them. Civilians, panicked and wide-eyed as they cowered from the two soldiers aiming Tommy Guns at them. A few children held onto their parents, some crying loudly as fearful mothers hovered protectively.

      Kane felt the fury well inside him. He barked one word at them as if blowing a plume of fire from his mouth.

      “Hey!”

      The soldiers spun around, their guns up. Kane conjured a second fireball for light, charged the first one, and threw it. It connected with the soldier directly in front of him, blew the man backwards and took his arm off. A vine erupted from the ground, wrapped itself around the neck of the second soldier as he tried to aim at his attacker. It yanked him to the ground, his legs kicking, his hands slapping at the plant as it choked the life out of him. Kane made it up to the soldier he’d winged as the man tried to aim his rifle one-handed. Kane yanked it from him and swung it like a baseball bat. It connected with the soldier’s helmet, and he went still. The neck on the other soldier broke, and the vine retreated back into the ground.

      Kane looked up at the crowd as Wil moved beside him.

      “Everyone keep moving towards the station,” he said as he began walking. “Are there any Magicians here?”

      “I’m a Magician,” one man said, raising his hand.

      “Me too,” said another.

      A woman raised her hand. A teenager. An older man and woman both put their hands up.

      “Where’s Chris?” Kane asked them.

      “He and that blond girl went up ahead,” said the first man who’d spoken. “Moving another group in. We’re the last of them.”

      Shouts and gunfire sounded from far back at the tunnel entrance. A few in the crowd let out panicked screams, some ducked as others made to move forward, away from the battle coming at them. Wil went to them, shouting at them to start moving as Kane stretched his hearing. Fall back. Lure them into the tunnel. Headshots only, conserve ammo. Magicians move ahead. Protect the people.

      “Shit,” Kane said. He pushed his voice in the direction of the noise. “Hoyle. Get out of there.”

      “Shepherd?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. No time. Move it. Fall back.”

      “We can’t! They’ve got us on both sides. I don’t know how they got–shit! Down! Down! Down!”

      More gunfire, bullets hitting concrete. Someone grunted, another called out. Man down! Man down! Get cover!

      “It’s a shooting gallery in here, Shepherd,” Hoyle said. “Can you hear me?!”

      “I’m still here.”

      “Get the people to the station! We’ll hold them off as long as we can! Shit!” Gun reports rang out, someone fell. “Go! Get out of here now!”

      Kane turned on the crowd, walking towards them as Wil looked over her shoulder.

      “Magicians! Form a barrier around the others,” he said. “I need a group in the rear. Everyone get moving now! Stay calm, move fast!”

      A few people came to the rear with Kane and Wil, others moving to their positions as the hundred people in the tunnel began to walk forward. More gunshots rang out in the opposite direction. Kane backpedaled, keeping his back to the group as he readied a fireball.

      His blood ran cold, his stomach knotted as he heard the last word he wanted to hear in a tight, half-built subway tunnel.

      “Grenades!”

      Kane rounded on the crowd.

      “Go!”

      A blast shook the tunnel, rock and debris falling from the ceiling as the crowd began to surge forward. Kane heard spells being cast and readied, heard Wil hiss as a small group made their way towards them from the where the explosion had come from. Kane cast his Ethereal Sight, saw Hoyle coming at them, limping, another man’s arm slung over his shoulders as he dragged the injured towards them. The ground started to vibrate, more dirt and rock dropping from above. Kane heard the wooden shoring strain, creak, frayed wood splintering off.

      “It’s coming down,” Hoyle shouted ahead. “Move!”

      Kane turned and ran at the crowd as they picked up speed, the tunnel shaking, the roar of rock collapsing from behind them deafening. The sound of cracking wood thundered as more shoring broke. Dust filled the air as the tunnel opened into a large area, the sounds of hundreds of people panicking at once drowned out by the sound of the subway tunnel falling in. Kane turned and called to Hoyle.

      “C’mon! C’mon!”

      Hoyle appeared from the dark, still far enough in the tunnel to be killed when it came down. He strained, the weight of his brethren holding him down. Kane watched as the man he was helping jerked away, went to the ground.

      “No!” Hoyle shouted, going to him. The man fought against him, pushed at him.

      Kane went back in, heard Tabitha scream his name as he went. He made it to Hoyle as the Sergeant fought to pick his man back up.

      “Let me go,” the man said. He was bleeding from his temple. His leg and chest were riddled with bullet wounds. His skin was pale, damp with sweat and blood. “I’m done!”

      “Bullshit, soldier,” Hoyle barked. “On your feet!”

      Kane got to them, his Ethereal Sight picking up the tremors in the walls and ground. He looked down at the wounded man, saw his aura fading, the color not nearly as strong as Hoyle’s. The soldier drew a breath, used what he had in strength, and kicked Hoyle off of him. Hoyle staggered back, tried to go for him again. Kane grabbed Hoyle, held him back. The tunnel shook again, this time not stopping, the quaking growing louder and louder. Kane jerked Hoyle around back towards the station as rock fell and dust fill the tunnel. He didn’t look over his shoulder, but he could hear the wave of stone and dirt coming down behind them, the tunnel closing off, the avalanche coming closer. He picked up his pace, pulled Hoyle along, shouted at him to run.

      Kane could feel it. They weren’t going to make it. So close.

      “Jump!”

      Kane kicked off, dove forward and hit the ground at a roll as the tunnel collapsed fully behind him, filled the station with dust and dirt. People rushed the opposite direction as he got to his feet and turned to see Hoyle on the ground still, but away from the tunnel as the dust began to settle, the way back into Hidden Valley blocked completely.
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      The station was vast with brick archways at every boarding platform. There were twelve platforms, all of them in various states of construction. The ceiling was twenty feet at least, columns reaching all the way up, concrete and decorated at the top with four lion heads facing outwards, each frozen in mid-roar. Benches were placed at each platform, each now occupied by people who were either too elderly or too sick to stand. A large staircase stood opposite the collapsed tunnel, the railings brass and discolored from years of neglect.

      The airship had truly killed the train.

      A group of people helped Kane and Hoyle up off the tracks after the tunnel collapse. Tabitha rushed to Kane, wrapped her arms around him in a fierce hug, sobbing as she screamed at him to never scare her like that again. Hoyle was injured, but nothing that couldn’t be healed with a little magic. Broken bones, some cuts and bruising. Nothing different from what dozens of other refugees had sustained during the evacuation. A few of the other Hidden Valley Magicians had some healing capability and had set up a corner of the station as a makeshift medic area, healing the wounded as best as they could manage. Not many of them were doctors or medics, so some of the more serious injuries were beyond their capacity to fully heal. Still, they healed what they could and helped to make the patients comfortable.

      Volunteers went around checking the gas lines to see if they were operational, and gas lights all over the station were being lit one by one. Kane let his eyes adjust to the dark as the sconces on each column and the pole lights at each platform were lit. He walked the area to try and get a sense of the layout.

      And possibly find an escape.

      “There’s no other way out,” Chris said as he walked with Kane. “The stairs over there lead right up into the old subway entrance in downtown New Chicago. It’s in the middle of the city.”

      “And they let a half-built entrance stay?” Kane asked. “I’m surprised they didn’t tear it down.”

      Chris shrugged.

      “They cleaned it up, roped it off. It’s kind of a historical landmark now. Place where people can see the ‘progression of technology’ or some bullshit like that.” He shrugged again. “The city folk get their kicks on shit like that. How much more advanced they are than they used to be.”

      “It also means that people wandering out of here will draw attention,” Kane said. “Great.”

      Chris turned to him.

      “You think Chesterfield planned this?”

      “I have no doubt in my mind Chesterfield planned this. I’m still trying to figure out why he took Lexi.” Kane looked back at the blocked tunnel entrance, saw a group at the base looking the rubble over, talking among themselves. “They used grenades to collapse the tunnel,” he said. “We aren’t meant to leave here.”

      Chris looked up.

      “Think they’ll try to collapse this station?”

      “Not likely,” Kane said. “It’s too big. The tunnel would’ve gotten some attention, but they can chalk that up to the shoring rotting out, and a good bit of it was in Hidden Valley, so no one’s going to care, anyway.”

      “We care,” Hoyle said, moving up to them. “That’s what matters.”

      Kane stopped and waited on him, watching him walk.

      “How’s the leg?”

      “They said they’d try again after a bit,” the sergeant said. “Give it time to rest. I can walk on it, that’s what’s important.” He looked between Kane and Chris before he spoke again. “They came in behind us as we were making our way here. There were more hidden out in the tunnel. I don’t know where they came from. It was an ambush.”

      “That’s insane,” Chris said. “That means they knew our entire plan.”

      “Which would explain the grenades,” Hoyle said. “They threw them at the walls, not us. They meant to take that tunnel out.”

      Kane nodded.

      “We’ve got to be prepared for the possibility that they might come down here to finish the job.”

      Chis shook his head. “They wouldn’t go that far. Come down here and shoot up the people of Hidden Valley? Civilians?”

      “I don’t think it’s farfetched at all,” Kane said. “I watched the police commissioner publicly execute nine men in the streets of Charleston for no other reason than to make a point.”

      “Plus they passed that new, reworded law once Frostmeyer got the Presidency,” Hoyle said. “All you have to do is accuse someone of being a Magician, and you stand a good chance of getting away with killing them.” He huffed. “Lord knows we’ve got a bunch of Magicians down here. Who’s to say everyone in this station isn’t a Magician? We’d lose the bulk of our firepower.”

      Chris groaned as he rubbed his eyes.

      “And they control the newspapers in New Chicago.”

      “Exactly,” Kane said. “Which means they control the narrative. We need to take a moment and accept the fact that we’re screwed to the wall here unless we can figure something out.” He looked around at the people settling in, parents talking to their children while others went from group to group checking on people. Bette and Tabitha worked with an elderly woman to make sure she was comfortable on her bench while Tabitha healed a cut on the woman’s forehead. The doctors and nurses tended to the people that had been evacuated from the hospital. Kane was glad to see that Antonia had made it into the station, but she was still out. Her hospital bed was set up next to a few others as Sandra and the girls helped with the patients who needed bandages changed.

      Kane looked at the tunnel, then up at the staircase that led to the streets above as he worked on the pieces of the puzzle in his mind. An ambush. Airships over Hidden Valley in reaction to the President’s death.

      His mind went back to the conference. Gentry had been watching him the whole time. Frostmeyer had been placed in the perfect spot behind Chesterfield to catch either a blast or a bullet. The Templar running the machine gun hadn’t been aiming at the crowd. He’d been aiming at the protesters. They’d come straight to Antonia’s home. Seekers. They’d been using Seekers. But even those devices had a certain range to them. He’d noticed in Charleston. Richard and the other Hunters had always been within a few hundred yards when their Seeker had detected Kane or Tabitha casting spells.

      Danwood’s men burned Antonia’s home. Chased them to the coal yards.

      “They knew,” he said under his breath. How could he have been so stupid? So blind?

      Chris looked at him and blinked.

      “What?”

      “They knew,” Kane said a little louder. He looked at the newsie. “They knew you were there to assassinate Frostmeyer. They knew I was back at Antonia’s place.” Kane saw Sandra look up as Kane said Antonia’s name. She looked between him and Chris. Kane stepped towards the newsie, his anger rising.

      “They knew about the plan to come down here,” he said, still stepping towards him. “They were only gunning down Magicians. They were herding the rest.” Wilhelmina stepped up behind Chris. Ralphie stood beside her, his muscles bulging and tense. Tabitha stepped up beside Kane, her hands glowing blue, her angry stare locked on Chris as he held his hands up defensively.

      “Wait a damned minute,” he said. “You can’t think I had anything to do with that!”

      “Looks awful suspicious, Chris,” Bette said from across the way, still sitting on the bench next to the elderly woman. Kane noticed for the first time that the station had gone quiet, all eyes on him and Chris.

      “This is nuts,” Chris said. “What—what do I have to gain by luring them here?”

      “That’s a good question, little boy,” Wil purred. She looked at Kane. “And him gonna answer.” She pointed at him, clicked her teeth. Chris fell to the ground, shouted in pain, slapping himself.

      “Christ! Get ‘em off me! Holy shit! Get ‘em off me!”

      “What’s wrong, boy?” Wil said, smiling down at Chris as he writhed on the ground, slapping at himself as he went. “We call ‘em Palmetto Bugs, but they nothin’ but just big damn roaches.”

      Chris looked up at Kane, his eyes pleading. “Make her stop!”

      Kane pursed his lips, scratched his head, mocking Chris as the newsie squirmed.

      “Nah,” he said. “I’m gonna see where this goes. Personally, since I can’t see any bugs, I’m thinking you’re just seeing things.”

      “I’ll tell you where it go, Kane Shephered,” Wil said, not looking at him. “I’m gonna ask him some questions, him gonna answer. I’ll start with the obvious.” She leaned forward, her eyes filled with hatred as she clawed her fingers. Chris tensed, staring at her, face stricken with fear. “Where. Is. My. Conjure baby?”

      “Conjure baby?” Chris said, shaking his head. “I don’t know what you mean!”

      “You mean Lexi?” Tabitha asked.

      “Damn right I do,” Wil said, her eyes still locked on Chris. “You smart, girl. Smarter than that man you love. Done taken her under my wing. She ain’t got nobody.” Wil clawed her fingers again, and Chris grunted and groaned, tried not to move. Kane couldn’t tell what was happening, but he imagined Wil’s imaginary roaches were having a field day. “Her parents were killed by that shooter-man. So I take her.” Wil snarled, the sound guttural like a rabid wolf. “Where is she?!”

      “I don’t know,” Chris said, his voice panicked. “Chesterfield took her.”

      “Now you listen to me,” Kane said. “Chesterfield will kill her. They don’t care about killing children. You’d better talk, otherwise Wil’s gonna kill you.” He knelt down next to Chris. “And I’m gonna let her.”

      Tabitha’s voice echoed in the station.

      “Kane!”

      “I swear, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Chris said. “I’m trying to get the Revolution going. Why would I mess that up?” He looked around the station. “They’ve declared war on us. It’s not because we’re poor. It’s because we’re a threat.” He looked back at Kane. “Any risks I’ve taken, any decisions I’ve made, all of it has been to keep these people from getting killed. Writing stories, exposing the Oligarch corruption. All of it. Why would I jeopardize that?”

      Kane stood, looking around again. The people of Hidden Valley stared at him, terrified and hopeless. He knew that look. They were looking to him to make a decision, to act.

      To lead.

      He didn’t want that. It was too much. What if he led them to destruction? He’d gotten others killed. He had so much blood on his hands. The thought of more blood, the blood of women and children, made him cold. It made his skin go to gooseflesh.

      “Make a decision, Shepherd,” Wil said. “Him not gonna talk otherwise.”

      Kane looked at Tabitha. She looked up at him, her eyes wide, her jaw set. He could hear her voice in his mind.

      “Kane, what are you doing?” she said. “Stop this.”

      He looked back down at Chris.

      “I want to see them.”

      Hundreds of large, black roaches appeared on Chris, swarming on his arms, legs, and chest, crawling over each other, exploring as they went, shiny in the dim gas lights as they moved over his body. The sound of them moving about was like whispers in the air, filling the room, the noise enough to make one’s skin crawl.

      “Help me,” Chris breathed. “Oh God, they’re biting me.”

      Something flashed in Kane’s mind. The Walking Bridge. Bodies strewn all over, riddled with bullets. Men. Women. Elderly.

      Children.

      Kane nodded to him, took in a large breath, let it out slowly. He looked up at Wil.

      “Make them eat.”

      Wil grinned evilly as she looked back down at Chris.

      “Gotta do it, sweet boy,” she said. “Him the boss.”

      “Stop!”

      Kane looked around at the sound of Tabitha’s voice. She looked at Wil, then at Kane.

      “Stop this,” she said, her voice stern, hard. “Kane, this isn’t you.”

      Kane pointed at Chris, his face flushed with anger.

      “People are dead,” he said. “Children. Hidden Valley is under attack. All because of him.” He turned back to Chris.

      “Not because of him.”

      Kane blinked as Sandra made her way through the crowd and up to the group. She looked at Kane, her eyes pleading.

      Fearful.

      She looked at Wil.

      “Let him go. Please.” She sighed, her voice small. “I know why they came to Antonia’s.”

      Sandra reached down into her skirts and pulled a small device from her pocket. It was brass, the glass face covering a small dial with an arrow in it. It looked like a compass, but it glowed with an ethereal light, pointed directly at Tabitha. East.

      Not North.

      “A Seeker?” Tabitha said, her voice barely audible.

      “They promised protection,” Sandra said. “They came to me before you got back to New Chicago. Miss Antonia was away. They told me they’d spare us. Keep us safe. Make sure we got out of Hidden Valley before things got messy.” She looked up at Kane. “They told me they’d spare your life. That I was the one keeping you alive. Just so long as I made sure they knew what the Revolution was up to.” She shook her head, tears flowing. “None of this was supposed to happen. I should’ve spoken up, but I couldn’t.”

      “What is that?” Ralphie asked.

      “It’s called a Seeker,” Kane said, his eyes locked on Sandra. “It’s used to track Magicians.” He stepped closer to her. “Do you know what you’ve done?”

      Sandra nodded, tears in her eyes.

      “I didn’t want this,” she said. “I didn’t want any of this.”

      Kane’s anger boiled.

      “Well, it’s what you fucking got.” He reached out and grabbed the Seeker from her. He looked down at Chris. His body swarmed with Wil’s roaches. “Let him go.”

      Wil grunted and waved her hand. The roaches disappeared, and Chris let out a loud breath as he got to his feet. The Marsh Witch approached Sandra.

      “Where is my Conjure baby, you pasty bitch?” she spat.

      Sandra shook her head.

      “Wherever Chesterfield is. I know he has a base of operations in City Hall, but I don’t know if they’re there right this minute. Find Chesterfield, find the little girl. That’s the truth. I swear.”

      Wil put her face an inch from Sandra’s.

      “I’m gonna get her back,” she said, her voice low, almost a growl. “And if one hair on her head hurt, she got one scratch, even a red spot, I’m gonna hang you up by your thumbs and peel the skin off that bony little body of yours.”

      Kane put his arm between them, gently pushing Wil back.

      “Not yet,” he said. “Wil, back off. We’ll find Lexi. Now we have an idea where to look. Hoyle, take Sandra and find somewhere safe to keep her until we can figure out what to do with her. We’ll question her again in a bit.”

      Wil rounded on Kane.

      “You was gonna let me torture that boy, but you sparin’ a skinny little trollop?!”

      “I have my reasons,” Kane said, standing his ground as the angry Marsh Witch glared at him. “One of which is that she’s got a Seeker. It means we have a Seeker. Until we make a plan, figure out how we can use her to our advantage, we need to keep her locked up and unharmed. They find her roughed up, it could go bad. They find her clean, it’s business as usual, and we need them to think that.”

      Wil took a step back, her eyes flashing as she kept them locked on Sandra. She turned away, then spun on her heel and spat in Sandra’s face. Sandra jumped as if Wil had physically struck her.

      “If that the worst I do to you, you gettin’ off lucky,” she snapped as she walked away.

      Sandra wiped the spit off her face as Hoyle stepped up to her.

      “Come with me, ma’am,” he said. He put his hand on her arm and guided her away.

      Kane shook his head. What next?

      Tabitha approached him.

      “We need to talk.”

      Kane rubbed his temples, trying to fend off the approaching headache.

      “Now isn’t a good time.” He held up the Seeker. He hadn’t seen one up close before. He looked it over, wondering why Sandra would’ve had one. What did it mean? Was she giving away locations? She would’ve had to have a way to contact the Special Forces or the Templars.

      Just some of the questions he planned to ask her.

      “Kane,” Tabitha said. “You scared me. You were about to let Wil torture Chris. Maybe kill him.”

      “I thought he was the leak,” Kane said, still looking the Seeker over.

      She stepped in front of him, put her hand on the Seeker, pushed his hand down. He looked at her, her expression hard.

      “I don’t know you,” she said, motioning to him. “This…this person in front of me. This isn’t you. This isn’t Kane Shepherd.”

      Kane raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know what you mean,” he said. “Tabitha, you’re not making sense.”

      “Kane Shepherd is compassionate,” she said, her voice rising, strong. “He cares. He’s only ever killed in self-defense. But you?” She pointed to the spot where Chris had laid. Kane saw the newsie walking away, looking over his shoulder at Kane as he went. “He was begging for mercy, and you were torturing him!”

      Kane started to speak, to argue, then stopped himself. The image of Chris covered in Wilhelmina’s cockroaches flashed in his mind. He’d been ready to let Chris get eaten alive. Would it have brought back the people killed by the Templars? Would it have changed the fact that they were trapped underground? Or that Sandra had been the one who’d betrayed Hidden Valley?

      Kane didn’t know what unnerved him more: the fact that he’d been willing to torture someone to get answers, or the fact that part of him had known the entire time that it wouldn’t have made any difference.

      “I—I’m sorry,” Kane said, shaking his head. “I was just…I don’t know.”

      “You’ve got to control your temper,” Tabitha said, her tone softening. She kissed his cheek, put her arms around him, and whispered in his ear. “Especially if you’re going to be a father.”

      Kane blinked, pulled back, looking down into her eyes.

      “Wait,” he said. “What?”

      “I had the vision when I got down here. Before you showed up with Hoyle. It’s been so crazy,” Tabitha said, giving a small laugh. “Coming from me, that hurts.” She looked up at him. Her lower lip trembled as she smiled a small, bitter smile. “I’m pregnant, Kane.”
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        * * *

      

      Who knows how long they’d been down there in the station. Hours? A day? Tabitha had gone to help the Magicians who were healing the injured, leaving Kane to his thoughts. He’d told Hoyle to keep watch, make sure everyone who was able was ready to defend the refugees in the event of an ambush. They were cornered. It would be nothing for the Special Forces and the Templars to show up wipe everyone out.

      Kane wasn’t surprised that Chris was avoiding him.

      Sandra had been taken to a small ticket booth near one of the platforms and locked inside to keep her separated from the rest of Antonia’s girls. Kane planned to question her, figure out what her motive was. What did she have to gain? Something about her story didn’t add up. Sandra loved the other girls, took her responsibility to them seriously. Why jeopardize that?

      He’d decided to wait until the shock of Tabitha’s news had settled down.

      Pregnant. Tabitha was pregnant.

      He couldn’t blame her for being terrified. She’d already lost one child. He looked at her, watched from across the platform as she healed a little girl’s cut arm, singing softly in Icelandic as she held her hand over the abrasion. A knot formed in his gut.

      He wasn’t ready to be a father. He couldn’t.

      He looked the Seeker over again as Tabitha came over and sat down next to him.

      “Hey,” she said, breathing out a loud sigh.

      “Hey,” Kane said back, looking up at her. “How’s it going?”

      “We’ve got a lot of injured people. Lot of sick people. All the rest are just scared. Even the ones who say they’re ready to fight.”

      Kane shook his head.

      “Getting walled in down here wasn’t part of the plan. I can’t really blame them.”

      She gave him a playful slug on the shoulder.

      “Hey, you’re about to be a daddy,” she said. She clapped her hands rapidly. “Oh! I’ll be we could go back to Jimmy Catch’s place when this is over! He’s really nice! I like Georgia. Hotter than this place, but it’s nice outside.”

      Kane rubbed his face.

      “I just don’t know how all of this happened,” he said, putting the Seeker in his pocket.

      Tabitha blinked at him.

      “Odin’s Beard, Kane, do I really have to explain this to you?” She sat forward and took his hand. “Okay. So I really like you, and you really like me. So when two people really like each other–”

      “Not that,” Kane said as the headache he was trying to fend off made another attempt at a comeback. “I know how that happened.”

      “Oh, good,” Tabitha said, sitting back and grinning. “Then it shouldn’t be hard to talk you into Round Two when this is over!”

      Kane shook his head.

      “I’m not ready to be a father.” He looked around, looked up at the ceiling, knowing the streets of New Chicago were alive above him. The city never slept, a vast and thriving metropolis that was home to the powerful, the wealthy, and the corrupt who ran the entire country. “I’m definitely not ready to raise a child in this.” He stopped and looked back down at her, mentally slapping himself. He knew how it sounded, like he didn’t want the child. He didn’t have a choice. The child would come whether he was ready or not, whether he wanted it or not. He wasn’t ready to start a family, even with Tabitha. He’d already lost one family, his mother and father. He’d lost friends. No matter what, people he cared about got hurt. Got killed. The very idea of losing Tabitha made his chest hurt. The idea of losing his own child was something he couldn’t bear. He laughed, bitter.

      “Besides, I’d be a fucking lousy father.”

      Tabitha squeezed his hand.

      “I can’t think of a better father,” she said. “Besides, it’s not like she won’t have two people watching her all the time.”

      “Her?”

      Tabitha pointed at her head.

      “Vision,” she said. “Same way I know I’m pregnant.”

      Something clicked in Kane’s mind, something Tabitha had just said. He stood, helped her to her feet.

      “I need to talk to Sandra. C’mon.”

      They made their way across the station towards the ticket booth. Chris was standing guard. He looked at Kane and backed away slightly, looking down as he went. Kane went up to him, breathed out. He had to say something to the kid.

      “About earlier,” he said. “I’m sorry. I don’t have an excuse. And I won’t try to make one up.”

      Chris nodded, looking back up at him.

      “I get it,” the newsie said, offering his hand. “I would’ve done the same thing.”

      Kane laughed, gripped Chris’s hand and shook it.

      “Good to know. I need to talk to Sandra.”

      “Go ahead,” Chris said, motioning to the booth. “She won’t talk to anyone else. Hasn’t said a word.”

      Kane nodded and approached the booth, Tabitha by his side. Sandra sat on a stool behind the desk, her face red and eyes swollen from crying. She looked at them, shook her head.

      “Two for departure?” she said, her tone bitter. She scowled at Tabitha. “And you had to bring her?”

      “I need to ask you some questions about the Seeker,” Kane said, pulling the device from his pocket. “Mostly, I need to know who gave it to you.”

      “I’ll tell you,” Sandra said. She nudged her chin at Tabitha. “Not her.”

      Kane looked at Tabitha.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I’ll go see if I can help with the wounded. We’ve almost got them all settled.” She looked at Sandra and smiled sweetly. “So nice to see you!” She turned and walked off.

      “What’s your issue with her?” Kane said.

      Sandra stood, leaned close to the glass.

      “It was supposed to be us,” she said. Her lip trembled, her eyes wet again. “It was supposed to be you and me.”

      Kane blinked. He’d known Sandra liked him, but he’d also figured that it was an unspoken agreement that it wasn’t a reality.

      “Why would it ever have been you and me?” he asked.

      “You feel nothing?” Sandra asked. “Nothing at all, Kane?”

      “You’re my friend, Sandra,” Kane said. “Nothing more.”

      “Right,” Sandra said, her voice rich with bitterness. “But sweet, little Mad Tabitha. There’s a catch.” She looked at him, her eyes staring deep into his. “I’d have given it all up for you. All of it.”

      “So that’s why you took this Seeker?” Kane said, holding the thing up.

      “Part of it,” Sandra said. “Mostly to protect Miss Antonia and the girls. They said if I worked with them, they’d make sure we got out safely.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “And they promised not to hurt you.”

      “I seriously doubt you’re the reason why they won’t kill me,” Kane said. He dangled the Seeker from its chain. “Who gave it to you?”

      “Danwood,” she said. “While you were in the South. He said he could offer protection if I kept it with me at all times.”

      “Here’s what I don’t understand,” Kane said as he lowered the Seeker. “This is used to track spells. Someone casts within a certain range, and it points out where to go.”

      Sandra shrugged.

      “I didn’t know that. I don’t have any reason to use it for that. He just said that he’d give the house police protection if I kept it with me.” She shook her head. “It’s just a compass. At least, that’s what I thought.”

      Kane stood back, looking at the Seeker. Why would Danwood want her to keep it with her? It didn’t make sense.

      Something stirred in the glass face on the device. Kane looked closer, tried to make out what was happening. Movement again. Not the hands pointing in a direction. Not the gears in the device. A shape, almost like a shadow. He reached in his pocket and activated his amulet.

      “Aspectu aethereo.”

      His vision went to black and white, the Seeker glowing brilliantly in his hand as he stared at it again. The movement was clearer, defined. A shape. A face.

      William Gentry smiled up at Kane from the Seeker. It went dark as something rumbled from above, the sound of boots and guns being made ready faint in Kane’s hearing, growing louder with each passing second. Orders being shouted from the staircase entrance that led up to the New Chicago streets.
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      He backed away from the ticket booth, wiping the rune from his amulet as he looked at Sandra. She gave him a curious look.

      “What? What is it?”

      “Kane!” Tabitha put her hand on his shoulder. He turned to her, saw her eyes had turned completely white. “They’re coming!”

      Kane looked around the area. Still too many wounded. People limped, waiting for their turn for healing. Young children held close to their mothers, the older children doing what they could to help the adults.

      Casualties. All of them would be casualties.

      Kane looked at Tabitha as her eye went back to normal.

      “We’ve got to try to keep them out of here,” he said.

      She nodded.

      “I’ve got my bag. Our Grimoires. I’ll look in mine and see if I can find something.”

      Kane shook his head, moving past her, motioning for her to follow him as he made his way towards where Hoyle was.

      “No time. We’ve got to act now.” He stopped as Hoyle looked up at him. Wilhelmina was the one healing him, her hands out over his leg where a thick green moss had grown. “How’s the leg?”

      Hoyle nodded.

      “Better. Hurts, but I can use it.”

      “You’re gonna need it. We’ve got company. Find every able man, Magician or not, and get ready.”

      “Who?”

      “The Special Forces. We can’t let them get in here.”

      Wil’s eyes widened as she pulled her hands away. The moss receded into Hoyle’s leg, the spot glowing green.

      “That’s as good as it gets, soldier boy,” she said as she looked up at Kane. “You got that hearin’. You hear my Lexi?”

      “No, but I’m not ruling out anything,” he said. “Rally the Magicians and get them to the staircase. We don’t have much time.”

      Wil nodded, stood, and went to a nearby group. Kane looked at Hoyle.

      “Get any able man to the stairs. They’ll be backup for the Magicians.”

      “Roger that,” Hoyle said with a salute.

      Kane turned to look at the staircase, try to listen for how close Chesterfield and his men were. Bootfalls. Armor. Guns at the ready. Take Shepherd. Kill the rest.

      They were close.

      Kane made for the staircase, Tabitha falling into step with him, shouldering the large satchel with their Grimoires as they went. Chris approached, matched his pace.

      “I just talked to Wil,” he said. “Are you fucking crazy?!”

      “Nope,” Kane said, not looking at him.

      “I am!” Tabitha said cheerily. “I hope that helps!”

      “You’re asking a bunch of people who aren’t trained for combat to walk into war,” Chris said, ignoring her. “They barely know how to defend themselves!”

      “Your group did a decent job at the conference the other day,” Kane said. “And I’m not marching them into combat. Combat is marching to them. We don’t have a choice.” He reached the steps, took them two at a time as he focused his hearing again. The bootfalls were coming. Stairs. They were coming.

      Kane turned as a crowd formed at the bottom of the steps. Several homeless and neighbors Kane looked up at him. Kane recognized a few of them, having seen them around Hidden Valley in the years he’d lived there. Some had their hands glowing, ready for a fight. Others held their amulets A few men were armed with guns they’d taken off of fallen Special Forces and Templars. Some had found planks of wood or scrap rebar to use as a bludgeon.

      All of them wore various expressions of panic and fear.

      Kane felt his heart racing.

      Say something to them, white boy, Wil’s voice echoed in Kane’s mind. They lookin’ to you.

      “If you’re willing to fight, follow me,” Kane said. “If you’re not, I don’t blame you. And I don’t hold it against you.”

      The movement in the tunnel stopped. Kane looked over his shoulder. He listened. Rustling. Breathing. They were close. Maybe a hundred yards away. A muffled voice came from the darkness, echoed throughout the station. He made his way up the steps, heard Tabitha catch up to him, heard her mutter her Ghostly Frost spell. He activated his amulet, cast his Ethereal Fire. He felt the heat in his hands as Tabitha moved up to his right.

      “I’d rather you not do this,” Kane said. “It’s too dangerous. You’re carrying our child.”

      Tabitha looked at him.

      “I’m pregnant, Kane. Not made of lace. Besides, you can’t stop me.”

      Something moved to his left. He turned and saw Wil walking next to him. She glanced at him and grinned.

      “You think I’m gonna let you have all the fun, Kane Shepherd?” she said. “Gonna kill me some soldier-boys ‘til my Lexi turn back up.”

      Kane heard shuffling behind him, murmuring in several languages, guns made ready to fire. He glanced over his shoulder, saw the full contingency of men and women behind him. Hoyle nodded from the front of the group.

      “Let’s do this,” he said.

      The tunnel grew darker as they went, the gas sconces lining the walls snuffing out. Kane looked around, even Tabitha and Wil becoming harder to see in the shadows. He stopped, holding his arms out slightly to indicate his companions to hold up. He stared into the sea of black.

      “Okay, Chesterfield, enough with the dramatics,” he said. “Show yourself.”

      The gaslights along the walls of the tunnel came on in quick succession, filled the area with blue. At least twenty troops had their guns aimed. Kane kept his stare on the platoon of Special Forces in front of him, Chesterfield standing at the forefront.

      Lexi at his side.

      Wil growled.

      “Let her go, you piece o–”

      “Careful,” Chesterfield said, cutting her off. He held one hand out over Lexi, his other hand clamped on the girl’s shoulder. Her face was tear streaked, her eyes wide with terror. “A small child drains quickly. She’ll be dust before you take a step.”

      Wil’s possum wandered out from under her dress and hissed at Chesterfield. Kane took a step forward, motioned for Tabitha and Wil to stay put.

      “Kidnapping a little girl?” he said, putting some disdain in his voice. “That’s what we’ve come to?”

      “It got your attention,” Chesterfield said. “For all intents and purposes, she’s done her job.” He squeezed her shoulder until she winced and cried out in pain. “Since she’s also a Magician under that creature you brought back from the Confederacy, I have every right to terminate her.”

      “Yeah, look at you,” Kane said. “Hiding behind a little girl like a true hero of the Oligarchy. You have no proof that she can use magic.”

      Chesterfield breathed deep in the mask on his face. Lexi winced again, the General’s fingers relaxed slightly on her shoulder.

      “Watch your tone, Shepherd,” he said. “And know when you’re beaten.”

      “Why the airships?” Kane asked. “Why the sudden raid on Hidden Valley? Just to look for me?”

      Chesterfield laughed. “I see you don’t read the papers. Hidden Valley harbors the Magician threat in New Chicago. We couldn’t chance any of them escaping to harm innocent people in the city. We had to make sure all routes, land and sky, were blocked.”

      “Including this one,” Kane said.

      “What better way to get every Magician in the city into one spot? Take them all out in one move?”

      “I’d think you’d be a little more subtle.”

      Chesterfield nodded. “People are terrified of the Magicians invading New Chicago. They needed to see that the situation is being handled.”

      “And what about the innocent people? How many innocent civilians did your Hunters take out as Magicians? Does that matter? Think the people will have an opinion about that?”

      Chesterfield shrugged. “War has casualties.”

      Kane heard something behind him. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Sandra approaching. She looked at him as she passed by, then turned her gaze away, her expression heavy with guilt.

      “It could’ve been us, Kane,” she said as she kept walking. She approached Chesterfield and held out the Seeker. “I did my part. I led you here. I want passage out for me and the girls before you do it.”

      “Do what?” Tabitha asked.

      Chesterfield turned his masked gaze to her.

      “It’s not always water that falls from the sky.”

      It dawned on Kane.

      “You’re going to bomb us?”

      “As soon as we’re out,” Sandra said, still looking at Chesterfield. “I need help with Antonia. We can’t carry her. Some of the girls are too weak and injured.”

      Chesterfield stared at her, unmoving. Sandra blinked, held her ground.

      “Did you hear me?” she said.

      Chesterfield nodded to her. No. At her. Kane sucked in a breath as two men stepped forward and grabbed Sandra by the arms. She struggled against them. Kane stepped forward, but Chesterfield jerked Lexi close to him, causing the girl to cry out. Tabitha grabbed Kane by the arm. Wil shouted at Chesterfield, her body shaking with fury.

      “I’ll send your soul straight to hell, you harm my sweet baby!”

      “Then everyone needs to calm down,” Chesterfield said. “I don’t want to harm her.” He looked at Sandra. “You’ve done well.”

      “You promised,” Sandra snapped back. “You promised you’d let us go!”

      “I’ve changed my mind,” Chesterfield said. He reached around behind him and brought forward a revolver. It wasn’t large, a .22, but a Blood Priest wouldn’t need a massive firearm anyway. Kane looked at the rest of Chesterfield’s men. They weren’t just carrying rifles and blunderbusses.

      Tommy Guns. They had Tommy Guns.

      “You aren’t going to bomb Hidden Valley,” Kane said. “You had no intention of bombing us. You’re going to do it quiet. Make us all just disappear.”

      “You’re smarter than Commissioner Gentry gives you credit for,” Chesterfield said, his tone wry and dripping with disdain. “Of course, no one will be able to enter this station. We had to block the entrance off due to a collapse.”

      “What about us?!” Sandra cried out. “What about our deal?!”

      Chesterfield pressed the barrel of the revolver against her forehead.

      “The deal is off.”

      The report was loud in the tunnel. Tabitha screamed, buried her face in Kane’s shoulder. He blinked, the image of the back of Sandra’s head blowing out, brain matter, blood, and bone spattering against the tunnel wall as her lifeless body fell to the ground.

      Sandra. She’d cared about him. She’d cared more about Antonia. She’d died trying to get her sisters and Antonia to safety.

      She was just trying to protect her own, Kane thought.

      “She done made a deal with a devil,” Wil said, spitting out the last word.

      “Chesterfield, stop!” Kane shouted. “This is insane!”

      Chesterfield pressed the gun to Lexi’s head as he shouted back at Kane, his voice booming in the tunnel, a canned roar.

      “This. Is. WAR!!”

      Chesterfield’s battalion took aim, the sound of a dozen Tommy Guns being readied filling the tunnel. Guns and magic blasts were made ready behind Kane.

      Shit. This won’t end well.

      Kane held his hand out, taking a step forward. He wiped the amulet with his free hand. The fiery glow disappeared.

      “Whoa, stop,” he said. “Okay. Look, I’m unarmed. Stop.”

      “I propose a trade,” Chesterfield said. “You for the girl.”

      “I’ll set the terms,” Kane said, keeping his expression hard. He lowered his hand and stood tall. “I don’t know what Gentry wants from me, but it’s gotta be important enough for you not to kill me where I stand. You hurt that little girl, this place goes to shit. And you’ll never kill these people without catching me in the crossfire.”

      Chesterfield nodded, motioned to his men to lower their guns.

      “I come peacefully,” Kane said. “You release the girl. Same time. We pass each other. No one gets harmed. You call your men back, leave these people alone.”

      Chesterfield kept his goggled stare on Kane. He looked down at Lexi, then back at Kane. The little girl stumbled as the General shoved her forward. Kane began to walk, the sound of Tabitha whispering “Kane, no!” in his ears.

      Kane kept his eyes on the little girl as they walked towards each other. Any other child would’ve run to safety, gotten away from her captors as fast as possible. Lexi was calm, her expression serene as they closed in on each other. He heard whispers in the air, difficult to make out. Too soft? No. Not English. What language was that? Who was speaking?

      He shook his head as Lexi’s mouth broke into an evil grin. Her eyes went to black orbs as black veins spread over her face and hands like dark spider webs. She stopped next to Kane, spun to face Chesterfield and his men, her body rigid. Shadows on the wall came to life. No, not shadows. Vines, black and hideous, the smell of rot and dead things filling the air quickly as they lashed out at the Special Forces. The men shouted and panicked as the vines wrapped themselves around arm, leg, and neck. Soldiers scattered, only a few remaining as one was lifted into the air, a vine on each appendage and one around his throat. He gurgled, the sound through his helmet muffled and grotesque.

      “Magic is pain!” Lexi said. She held her hands up and spread them quickly apart. The soldier in the air was ripped into pieces, his arms and legs going opposite directions, his head literally screwed off of his body. The torso dropped to the floor.

      “Fuck Gentry,” Chesterfield shouted. “Kill them all!”

      Kane activated his amulet and lifted Lexi up with one arm as he shouted his spell.

      “Ethereal Clypeus!”

      He held his other arm up as the deafening roar of gunfire filled the tunnel, bullets slamming into the shield with enough force to push his arm back slightly. Kane backpedaled, carrying Lexi with him as Chesterfield sent a red blast at them. An ice spear flew by Kane’s shoulder and shot the blast out of the air, another right behind it impaling a trooper in the leg. More blasts sailed, hitting walls, sending bits of concrete and dust in every direction. Kane glanced over his shoulder, saw the tunnel fill with at least a dozen blasts, Magicians returning fire at the Special Forces. Hoyle was at the forefront, standing next to Chris, who sent an energy blast at the soldier Tabitha had crippled. The blast hit the man square in the face. He dropped like a weight, his body twitching as the electricity arced throughout his body.

      “Advance,” Hoyle said. “Push them back!”

      Kane turned back just as Chesterfield dove at him, his hands out. They collided and rolled, in the floor, Chesterfield on top of Kane. Lexi screamed and ran to Wilhelmina, the air thick with bullets and magic blasts. Kane pushed against Chesterfield, but the General reared back, the punch connecting with Kane’s temple. Kane swatted at him, but Chesterfield blocked and followed up with another blow to Kane’s face. Kane tried to buck the general off, but Chesterfield was a similar build to Kane, the General’s armor adding to his weight.

      “Aethereum Ignus!”

      Kane made to launch the fireball, but Chesterfield grabbed his wrist and hammered his other fist down on Kane’s chest. Kane felt as if his lungs had deflated, gasped for air, swore he felt his heart skip a beat. The fireball was caught in his palm, growing warmer.

      Charging.

      Kane heard Tabitha shout his name, heard the blast. The ice shard hit Chesterfield in the shoulder with enough force to yank his hand off Kane’s wrist. Kane flung the charged fireball at Chesterfield’s face. Chesterfield went flying off Kane, the blast sending pieces of hot metal everywhere. Kane felt the burning pinpricks as some of the slag hit his face. His vision was blurry from the explosion, his ears ringing. He got to his feet and stumbled, his head swimming from all the blows he’d taken. His face burned, flashes of light dancing in his vision. Tabitha grabbed him and pulled him towards the group as Hoyle stepped forward. He took aim with a rifle and shot down another soldier, then helped Tabitha pull Kane to cover.

      “Down to five!” Hoyle shouted, the sound muffled in Kane’s hearing. The ringing was already fading, things becoming sharper again. “Keep moving forward!”

      Kane looked around as both fighting groups fired on each other, the space thick with blasts and bullets. The Revolution had suffered casualties. A few of the Magicians Kane had seen in Wil’s camps. A few neighbors.

      One of them was the woman Jones had treated when Kane had gone to see the good doctor about some broken ribs.

      It seemed like eons ago. Not weeks.

      Magicians aren’t bulletproof.

      He’d remembered Jones telling him that once.

      Rage seeped through his body, carried by his blood, the sensation white hot as he gathered his feet underneath him and stood. His teeth grit, his muscles tensed as he turned to the remaining Special Forces. Five of them. Armed with Tommy Guns.

      Killing civilians.

      The soldiers saw Kane, turned their weapons at him. Kane charged a fireball in his hand, ran at the troops, and hurled the blast at them. It connected before they could squeeze off the first shot and blew one of the soldiers to pieces. The others fell back as Kane charged another blast. Tabitha hurled an ice spear, shouted at Kane to duck. He went down just as the spear went over his head and through the heart of the man in front of him. Kane got to his feet and slung the fireball at the last two men. It hit the one on the right in the midsection, blood and entrails flying out, the target blasted in half. Kane yanked the Tommy Gun from a fallen man and used it to club the other in the side of the helmet. The gunner went down, and Kane turned the gun around in his hands.

      “You’re on your own. Start talking.”

      The soldier held his hands up, scooted away from Kane towards the wall.

      “Stop, man,” he said. “Don’t do it!”

      Kane took aim, then lowered the Tommy Gun. The soldier kept talking.

      “I was…I was just following orders. It’s not personal, I promise! Just let me go!”

      Kane looked over at Sandra’s broken form crumpled against the tunnel wall, the spatter running down in long, bloody streaks. Her eyes were closed, strands of red hair bloodied and matted against her cheek.

      Sandra. They’d killed Sandra.

      Kane looked down at the groveling soldier.

      “Orders can be disobeyed,” Kane said.

      You wanna beat the devil? Send him packin’ with all his demons? Then you gonna have to be willin’ to be a devil yourself.

      The soldier stammered.

      “But…”

      “You made a choice,” Kane said. “Now own it.”

      The gun jumped in his hand. The shot caught the man in the forehead. He slumped over, not moving, blood dripping out from underneath his helmet.

      Kane looked up at his group. The tunnel had gone eerily quiet. Tabitha stared at him, her hands over her mouth, her eyes wide. Wilhelmina grinned at him. Lexi stood beside her, her arms around the Marsh Witch’s waist.

      He’d executed the soldier. A man begging for his life. It was done.

      And Kane didn’t care.

      Hoyle stepped forward, followed by Chris.

      “Chesterfield was right,” Kane said, stepping towards them. “This is war. We’re not safe here. They’ll send more.”

      “We can’t suffer more losses,” Chris said. “This was a shit show.”

      Kane looked at Hoyle.

      “You said five.”

      Arms reached from the dark, wrapped themselves around Kane, dragged him back and took him to the ground as the others cried out. Kane slung a fireball blindly, the arms releasing him as the attacker shouted and backed away.

      Kane got to his feet as Chesterfield leaned against the wall, catching his balance after being thrown off by Kane. Half of his mask was gone, the hose from the air tank on his back now dangling. He reached up and pulled the remains of the helmet off, ran a gloved hand over his black hair. His skin was burned in places, his cheek charred as he glared at Kane with eyes full of hatred.

      “You’ll die today,” he said.

      “Then you’ll have Gentry to deal with,” Kane said. “Really wanna have that fight with him?”

      Chesterfield rushed him, slung a red blast at him. It went wide, hit the wall and dispersed without even cracking the concrete.

      “You need blood,” Kane said. “Looks like short supply down here.”

      Chesterfield looked at Hoyle.

      “Not so much.”

      He reached for Hoyle, and Kane saw the red mist flow from the man’s nose, ears, and mouth as his body stiffened. Kane rushed Chesterfield, shouting “No!” as he knocked the Blood Priest off balance. The spell stopped, and Hoyle collapsed. Kane tossed a fireball at Chesterfield, but Chesterfield ducked and countered with his own spell. Kane swatted it out of the air as Chesterfield rushed him.

      The entrance. How far were they from the entrance?

      An idea came to mind.

      Kane turned and took off towards the direction the Special Forces had come.

      “C’mon, dumbass!” he called over his shoulder.

      He heard Chesterfield scream something unintelligible, heard the General running behind him.

      Good, Kane thought.

      A set of stairs came quick, lead upwards. Kane took them two at a time as Chesterfield closed in. The entrance to the street above had been shut.

      Shit!

      Kane heard the blast, turned in time to see the red flying at him. It caught him in the chest, sent him upwards. They’d put wood over the entrance.

      Good. Wood was softer than steel.

      Kane felt the breath knocked out of him as he hit the barrier, wood and debris all around him. He fell back down to the street, the asphalt far less forgiving. Special Forces soldiers shouted at each other in surprise. Kane heard rifles made ready. He looked up and around, pain ringing throughout his body. The city was alive, skyscrapers towering on both sides of the streets. Clockwork horses were being halted, people stepping out of coaches to see what the commotion was about. Others scattered to the sidewalks, screaming or gasping in fear and surprise. People were dressed in style, expensive suits and flowing evening gowns with leather corsets and top hats with goggles either around their necks or on their hats for easy access in the event of acid rain. Airships thrummed above, lights from the decks shining down over the gathering crowds in the streets.

      “I say,” a man said.

      “Oh my word!” A woman.

      More voices joined the chorus, the air filling with whispers of “Has he thrown a gear?”

      Four Special Forces troops came forward, their rifles aimed at Kane.

      “Get up!” one shouted at him. “Move slow, keep your hands where I can see them!”

      “Right,” Kane said, holding his hands up. “Okay. Ease up.”

      Another one of them spoke to the crowd.

      “Nothing to see here! Keep moving! This man is wanted!”

      “Look at him!” a woman said. “He needs medical attention!”

      The guard stepped by Kane, his rifle aimed. Kane looked around and saw the older woman fanning herself, her extravagant hoopskirt a deep blue that matched her silver-blue hair and corset.

      “You shut your fucking mouth,” the soldier barked at her. The woman gasped audibly, shrank back from the guard as her husband stepped forward. The guard motioned to the husband. “Keep your wife under control!”

      “Hey!” Kane said, standing. “Leave them alone! It’s me you want, dickhead!”

      The soldier turned his head, looked at Kane, and nodded. Kane felt a blow to the back of his knee only an instant before he went down, his leg giving out underneath him.

      “Leave him!”

      Kane looked up from the ground at the sound of Chesterfield’s voice. He got to his feet as Chesterfield stepped up from the ruins of the subway entrance. His armor was loose in places, scorched, cracked, and melted where Kane had hit him with so many fireballs. He yanked the cloak off and tossed it to the side. He pulled the shoulder pauldrons off, removed the chest piece, and let it all drop to the ground. His stare was locked on Kane as he pulled his gauntlets off and threw them down. A lock of black hair hung in Chesterfield’s face, the burns looking wicked from where Kane had blown his mask off.

      “I’ll kill you slow, Kane Shepherd,” he said as began to pace to the right.

      “You don’t have the power,” Kane said, pacing to the left to keep Chesterfield in front of him. “You drained yourself down there.” He lowered his voice. “And I’m pretty sure what you are is highly confidential.”

      Chesterfield grinned.

      “You aren’t wrong,” he said. “But the importance is whether or not I care.” He looked around at the crowd watching them. The street was still, the collective anticipation of the people heavy in the air. “I think I’ll be fine here. Plenty to feed from.”

      “I won’t let you,” Kane said, his fists clenched.

      “Stand down, asshole,” one of the guards said to Kane, the rifle aimed in Kane’s face.

      Chesterfield’s eyes widened in fury.

      “I said he’s mine!” he screamed as he reached out at them. Kane saw all four guards go rigid as red mist flowed out from every crevice in their armor and into Chesterfield’s hand. The General’s eyes glowed red, his breath coming in red clouds as the guards fell to the ground, their bodies no more than dust inside empty armor. It all happened in less than a second. People in the crowd shrieked, made to run. Clockwork horses were put back into gear. Chesterfield launched a blast, not at Kane, but at one of the horses. The animal was blown to pieces, gears and scrap metal raining down as the inhabitants of the coach got out and ran the opposite way.

      Kane rounded on Chesterfield.

      “Stop!”

      Chesterfield laughed as he slung another spell at a group of city-dwellers trying to escape. The blast landed, and the sidewalk exploded under their feet. Kane conjured a fireball, charged it, the flame growing in his hand. He dove to the side as Chesterfield sent a blast his way, rolled to his knees, and threw the fireball at the Blood Priest. Chesterfield sent a blast at the fireball. The two blasts exploded in the air. Chesterfield went flying backwards through the glass front doors of a nearby office building.

      Kane looked around at the pandemonium, people running and screaming. He recognized the man and woman the soldier had threatened earlier and went to them. They cowered away from him, the man stepping in front of his wife with his hands out.

      “See here,” the old buzzard said. “No trouble!”

      “Your horse still works?” Kane said.

      The man blinked and nodded.

      “Go to the police station right now! Don’t talk to anyone but Cybil Lewis! Tell her Kane Shepherd said it’s happening!”

      “What, exactly, is happening young man?” the old woman said.

      Kane looked back at the building Chesterfield had crashed into, then back at the couple.

      “Go! Now! Before he wakes up!”

      They nodded and climbed into their coach as Kane began to walk towards the subway entrance. Tabitha and Wil emerged, looking around.

      “What happened up here?” Tabitha said.

      “Chesterfield,” Kane said, moving up to them. “He drained four of his men at once and attacked the crowd.”

      “Say that shit ain’t so, Kane Shepherd,” Wil said, her eyes wide. “That man done somethin’ stupid.”

      “What?” Kane said.

      “A Blood Priest typically draw from one at a time,” she said. “Like any other magic user. Too much power be too much!”

      The front of the building exploded outwards into the streets, sending debris and innocent bystander airborne. The smoke was a mix of dust and red mist as Chesterfield emerged from the wreckage, his eyes sunken and red hot, his skin pale and spiderwebbed with veins.

      “Odin’s Beard,” Tabitha muttered.

      “Him power-mad,” Wil said. “We in deep shit.”

      “Spread out,” Kane said. “Flank him.”

      Chesterfield pointed at Kane. He hunched down, broke into a run, his speed inhuman. Kane conjured a fireball and threw it. Chesterfield sidestepped the shot. Tabitha was ready with an ice spear. He ducked it, still barreling down at Kane. One of Wil’s vines whipped out at him. He jumped it, still coming at Kane full force. Kane sent out another fireball. Another. Another. Chesterfield shot them out of the air. Kane heard Tabitha’s shout next to him.

      “Geðveikur frysta!”

      Kane kept his eyes on Chesterfield as the man closed the gap between them, his hands glowing red. A cold blast of ice hit, too large to avoid. The street, the lampposts, the debris, everything turned white, the sheet of frost glistening in the city lights. Chesterfield lunged at Kane, his arms out, his face contorted in rage as the ground froze beneath is feet where he’d stood only a second before.

      His memory flashed. Sarah Broussard attacking. His blood splattering on her. Her skin burning, her body falling apart.

      Magician blood. Poison to them.

      Kane breathed out as time seemed to slow. Wil shouted something, but Kane could only hear his own heartbeat. He saw something out of the corner of his eye, reached up and grabbed Wil’s knife out of the air. He barely felt the cold steel as he ran it over his flesh, broke the skin and meat. Blood poured from his forearm, dripped to the ground. Kane slung it around, droplets flying, hitting Chesterfield in the face as he collided with Kane. They went down, Chesterfield screaming as his skin smoked where Kane’s blood had sprayed him. Flesh began to melt from bone. Chesterfield’s jaw dropped off, hit Kane’s chest on its way to the ground. Kane bucked the dying Blood Priest off of him. Picked him up. Chesterfield’s head lolled on his shoulders, an eyeball dropping from the socket as the other stared at Kane.

      “Had enough of you,” Kane said. He shoved Chesterfield into Tabitha’s winter wonderland. The general hit the ground and started wailing as ice formed over his writhing body, overtaking him as he struggled to get to his feet. He reached for Kane, his tongue hanging from the remains of his mouth as his body turned blue, going rigid as frost worked its way up until it reached the top of his head, silencing his screams.

      Kane stared at the ice statue that had once been Chesterfield, now a dying creature frozen in ruin. He saw the flashes in his mind, memories of the shootings the General had ordered, the damage his Special Forces troops has done to Hidden Valley.

      The damage they still intended to do.

      Kane conjured a fireball, charged it, and hurled it at Chesterfield. The man exploded in a shower of frozen chunks of blood and meat.

      “Get what you deserve,” Wil spat at Chesterfield’s remains.

      Kane turned to Tabitha. She ran to him, put her arms around him.

      Kane looked around. People had gathered, keeping a fair distance away. They looked on in horror, cowering back from the scene, their eyes still glued with morbid fascination. Some of them were dressed well. Some were dressed more casually, low-level workers on their way home from doing their part to make the corporate machines operate. Others looked like vagrants, streeters and beggars that lived in the dark alleyways of New Chicago and hadn’t made it to the outer neighborhoods.

      No matter who they were, they were all the same: witnesses.

      A siren sounded in the distance. Kane focused his hearing. Clockwork horses. Orders being shouted. Kill on sight. Magicians attacking people in uptown.

      Danwood. Christ.

      “We gotta move,” Kane said, pulling away from Tabitha and looked between her and Wil. “We gotta move now!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Wil turned to Kane. He looked at her, his heart racing as the noise of the authorities closing in grew more distinct, more present in his hearing. They had less than a minute. People were beginning to shout, point, talk amongst each other. Some began to argue, others shouting back.

      “The Special Forces had a Magician?!”

      “How long have they been lying to us?”

      “They were infiltrated! They’re here to kill us!”

      Wil shook her head.

      “You hear them people,” she said, nodding her head to the crowds. “Hear they fear. They loathin’.”

      “We have to run, Wil,” Kane said. “They’ll kill us.”

      “I ain’t goin’ with you, Kane Shepherd,” said Wil. “Not without my Lexi. She down there, and here I am up here.” Wil shook her head again. “Ain’t gonna work.” She stepped back, her arms out. “Them people down there, they seek me out. Like the rest who in need. Those who need guidance. Protection. Like you and your Tabitha-girl.” She turned in a slow circle, her face drawn in a mad grin.

      “Kane,” Tabitha whispered. “What’s she doing?”

      “Listen here, you!” Wil shouted at the crowds. “Those less fortunate. Those pressed down. Those who suffer under the hand of them rich men in they ivory towers. Now your time. Follow me and be safe. They come lookin’, they find me. They find me, they all pay!”

      Wil stamped her foot, the ground shaking as if a giant had stomped down. The people in the streets cried out, backed away as vines grew from the asphalt, coiled around Wil as they moved upwards, raising her in the air. She looked over her shoulder at Kane, her eyes flashing. “You better run.”

      Wilhelmina blinked out of sight, the vines collapsing to the ground and rotting away.

      Tabitha moved to Kane.

      “I’ll transp–”

      A bullet sang by, blew out a gas lamp nearby. Another went through a window. People screamed, ducked and ran as more shots were fired. Kane grabbed Tabitha by the hand, turned and ran in the opposite direction. He barreled through a group on the sidewalks still transfixed by the disappearing Marsh Witch. Kane heard shouts, heard guns made ready. Reports. Bullets flying. One zipped by his ear, another glanced off a building wall as he and Tabitha ran down the street. Tabitha squeezed his hand and shouted as Kane led her around a corner. He looked ahead as a clockwork horse crossed the street in front of them, the NCPD emblem on its chassis, the coach behind it full of police with Templars on each corner and a Templar Gunman driving. They saw them, their beaked plague masks staring at them as they pulled their guns. The coach stopped and six officers stepped out. One of them shouted at Kane and Tabitha.

      “Hold it!”

      Kane looked behind him, saw the officers on foot running up also accompanied by Templar Gunmen.

      Tabitha stepped into him, put her arms around him as she cried out.

      “Draugalega Ferðast!”

      Kane felt himself lifted straight upwards, Tabitha’s body going cold as the chill surrounded them. He looked up just in time to see the airship above them.

      The police airship.

      “Tabitha!” he shouted as they passed through the bottom of the vessel and collapsed on the deck. The steel grating was hard and unforgiving. Kane rolled onto his side and got to his feet, helping Tabitha up along the way.

      “We’re on a fucking police ship,” Kane said, immediately kicking himself for sounding so harsh with her. “What the hell, Tabitha?!”

      “It was the first place I saw to take us,” she argued. “We’re in the cargo hold.”

      “We’re deep shit,” Kane said. “Get us out of here!”

      Kane heard footsteps from above. Voices. Down here. I heard it down here.

      He looked at Tabitha. “The Mermaid. Get us to the Mermaid!”

      Tabitha looked at him.

      “That won’t look suspicious,” she said, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “Jeez, Kane. For someone so smart, you can be kind of dumb.”

      “You got a better idea?” Kane snapped.

      Tabitha grabbed his hand.

      “As a matter of fact, I do.” She held him tight as she muttered her travel spell. Kane heard the sound of a door opening, of boots on metal stairways instantly gone from his hearing as they sailed through the air over the city below.
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        * * *

      

      “A church?” Kane looked around the sanctuary, fighting to keep his voice a whisper. The room was empty, only a few candles at the foot of a statue of Mary lit. The water font at the back was still, the water undisturbed in the large marble basin. The room was large, old and traditional. It looked like every Catholic church Kane had seen growing up: the crucifix hanging above the pulpit, the candles by the altar, the small cabinet atop the table that held the communion wine. He saw the stations of the cross depicted in the stained glass windows around the room, the sconces on the wall barely lighting the sanctuary as he looked back at Tabitha.

      She shrugged.

      “I figured you’d feel safer here,” she said. “Since you believe in this stuff. Besides, they can’t follow us here. It’s the rules.”

      “Sanctuary was only for those who were falsely accused by the government,” Kane said. “And that was ages ago. I don’t think it applies here.”

      She shrugged again.

      “It’s worth trying,” she said. “I read about it somewhere. Besides, I don’t think they’d desecrate a church.”

      Kane went to the water basin, dipped his fingers in, and made the sign of the cross as he faced the altar and knelt. He stood and walked to the front, looking around for another door that could lead them out. They had to keep moving. It wouldn’t take long for them to be found. The police would be all over the city. The Special Forces would join with them now that their General was dead. They’d take Gentry’s lead.

      And they would have the might of the Oligarchy behind them.

      It all made Kane sick.

      Tabitha slid into the pew next to him.

      “I’ve never been in a Catholic church before,” she said. “It’s beautiful.”

      “I’m sure Viking shrines are nice, too,” Kane said.

      “Oh, we just worship in open air,” Tabitha said. “No shrines or anything. Runestones and the outside is all we need.” She looked around. “Though rainy days are a little inconvenient.”

      Kane chuckled in spite of himself. Tabitha nudged him with her shoulder.

      “See? I knew I could make you laugh!” She looked around as Kane looked at her. She was scratched and bruised, her hair dirty. But she still made his heart beat a little faster.

      Made him want to take her and just vanish.

      Chesterfield was right: this was war. It was a war that Kane hadn’t wanted any part of. There had been victories, but there had been far more losses. The Revolution had been crushed with little effort. And Chris’s band of Magicians trying to bring back a new Revolution, to keep it going, kept meeting with casualty after casualty. Tragedy after tragedy. Hoyle being in the mix helped, but he’d lost his entire group. Captain Bill had fled South. They had no one left.

      It would be so easy. Have Tabitha sneak them aboard a transport headed South. Find a community where no one knew who they were. Hide away. Let the war settle itself. Let the Revolution meet its end.

      Raise his child.

      And what if the Oligarchs won? The old rich men would have the country with no resistance. What would stop them from coming South? Enslaving the people down there again? Finding Kane, Tabitha, and the baby? Killing anyone who’d seen them? Gentry would lead the assault, of course. He was their weapon. Their own personal Magician.

      Tabitha’s voice rolled in his mind.

      I can’t think of a better father.

      Something sparked in Kane, something louder than his doubts. Something he didn’t expect of himself. A realization. A purpose. He couldn’t leave. He couldn’t let them win. He couldn’t let them hurt any more people. Couldn’t let them hurt Tabitha and the little girl growing inside her.

      He wouldn’t.

      Something moved in the shadows up near the altar. Kane put his hand on Tabitha’s leg to get her attention, then put his finger to his mouth, signaling for her to keep quiet. He held still, his eyes up front as an older priest came out from behind the large back wall, his hands clasped in prayer, is head down as he muttered in Latin. His hair was thin, revealing a liver-spotted scalp beneath the white strands. He was hunched over, walking slowly as if each step was painful. He turned and knelt down in front of the crucifix before turning and kneeling at the altar, kissing the wood before standing back up and opening the book that lay there. He read quietly for a moment, closed the book back, then looked directly at Kane and Tabitha.

      “Peace be with you, my children,” he said. “I’ve known you were here for some time now. There’s no need to hide.”

      “We’ll be on our way soon, Father,” Kane said. “We want no trouble.”

      The priest nodded.

      “Understood,” he said. “But do know that I have notified the police. They will be here soon.”

      Tabitha went rigid next to Kane, gripping his arm tightly.

      Kane shook his head.

      “Wish you hadn’t done that, Father,” Kane said. “That’s who we’re running from.”

      The priest smiled.

      “That is why I was selective about who I notified.”

      Kane raised an eyebrow as the priest knelt down and kissed the altar again. The old man turned, knelt before the crucifix, rose, and began to make his way back where he’d come from. Kane got to his feet.

      “Wait,” he called out. “Father, wait! Who did you call?”

      Tabitha stood with him.

      “Why do you keep calling him ‘Father?’” she asked. “Is that your dad?”

      Kane glanced at her, shook his head.

      “No, it’s what…it’s a Catholic thing,” he made for the altar. “Father!”

      The doors at the back of the sanctuary opened. Kane spun as Tabitha conjured an ice spear. He went back to her, put his hand on her arm.

      “No,” he said. “Wait.”

      Two officers walked into the church. They had their sidearms aimed. Both of them were in blue uniforms, both younger men. Kane recognized them in passing during his visits to the department, but didn’t know them by name. He stepped forward, clearing his throat.

      “We claim Sanctuary,” he said. “You have no right to take us from here.”

      They stopped and looked at each other, lowering their guns. The taller one looked back at Kane.

      “That’s a thing? Still?”

      Tabitha stood tall.

      “That’s right! It is a thing!”

      The officers looked at each other again and holstered their revolvers. The taller one stepped forward, his hands out to show that he was unarmed.

      “We’re not here to take you anywhere,” he said. “But we do what you to come with us. Preferably without us having to insist.”

      Kane narrowed his eyes at the kid.

      “And why the hell would we do that?”

      The kid gave him a small smile.

      “Because the boss lady wants to have a word with you. She’s outside in the coach.”
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        * * *

      

      The rain outside was nothing more than a light mist, though still acidic and dangerous to the eyes. Kane and Tabitha wore their goggles as they left the church, the two officers behind them. Kane saw the coach parked in the street, the NCPD emblem on the door and on the clockwork horses that pulled it. The door opened, and another man leaned out, also wearing goggles.

      “Kane Shepherd and Tabitha Drake?”

      Kane stopped a few feet away, Tabitha by his side.

      “Yeah,” Kane said. “Who wants to know?”

      A familiar voice called from inside the coach, Southern with a tone that demanded respect or good old-fashioned smack to the head was sure to come.

      “Kane Shepherd, you get that girl out of that rain right now or, so help me God, I will tan your hide!”

      Kane helped Tabitha into the coach, following after and closing the door behind them. He sat down on the bench and took his goggles off. Relief settled in his chest.

      “Hey, Cybil.”

      Cybil looked at him and smiled, her hawkish features made even more so by her dark police uniform. She tossed a newspaper at Kane.

      “It’s been an hour since your little incident in the uptown area,” she said. “The newsies don’t waste any time.”

      Kane looked down at the headline.

      
        
        Magicians Stop Rogue, Save Wealthy Benefactor!

      

      

      “Now, don’t misunderstand,” Cybil said. “That will be pulled in the next few hours, I assure you. But it’ll be too little too late. That headline is already all over the city.”

      “They came after us,” Kane said. Chesterfield went crazy.”

      Cybil leaned forward.

      “And now he’s dead, and the CEO of one of the largest concrete suppliers in the Northern Union gets to live another day.”

      Tabitha chimed in.

      “Who? I don’t remember Kane talking to anyone.”

      “That couple you told to run,” Cybil said. “That you told to come to me. Well, they did just that.”

      “Is he an Oligarch?”

      She shook her head.

      “He has some pull with them. He’s as slimy as they come, though. He’s building himself a candidate to run next year. But make no mistake, you’ve caused some confusion in his mind. Enough to disrupt things.” She reached over and tapped the paper in Kane’s hands. “He can’t run from this. And he can’t deny it, either.”

      Kane looked at the officer sitting next to Cybil, then out the window at the two officers standing outside underneath umbrellas.

      “What is this?” he said, motioning to the cops.

      Cybil smiled at him.

      “This is the Revolution, Kane. A lot’s been going on here in the city that you don’t know about.”

      “I know what you told me,” Kane said. “That the Templars took over the department.”

      “And we’ve been taking it back,” Cybil said, leaning forward. “Ever since you left my house that night, I’ve wondered if I should’ve told you everything.”

      “Told me what?” Kane said.

      “There’s been an uprising within the police department,” Cybil said, smiling. “A good many of us decided we’re tired of Danwood, Gentry, and the dirty cops. The Templars pushed it over the edge. Gentry’s little private police have no place in our department, and neither does Danwood’s group of hooligans. There’s fifty of us. All of us armed. Krieg’s a part of it, too.” She sat back. “It’s time, Kane. Time to take a stand. We can take the North back, bring back justice, and New Chicago is where it has to happen. Right here in the capitol. But we need more people.”

      Tabitha clapped her hands.

      “We’ve got people,” she said excitedly. “Chris and Hoyle, and a whole group of Magicians!”

      Cybil’s smile grew as she looked at Tabitha, then back at Kane. The smile faded into a serious expression, stern and all business.

      “How many?”

      Kane shook his head.

      “Maybe twenty, thirty Magicians,” he said. “Another fifty non-magic users. Civilians Those are just the ones I know can fight.”

      “Don’t forget about a chronically grumpy Mambo,” Tabitha said.

      Cybil blinked.

      “A what?”

      “She’s a Hoodoo user,” Kane said. “Long story, but she’s with us and that’s what matters. What do you have in mind?”

      Cybil nodded.

      “That we combine forces and storm the police department. Wipe out those Templar sons of bitches in one swoop.”

      “Problem with that plan,” Kane said. “They have weapons we’ve never seen.”

      “Oh, bullshit,” Cybil spat. “Kane, Krieg did his homework after you talked to him. He knows all about those guns. The Special Forces took those two men, Maxim and Thompson. Killed ‘em both and stole their plans. That’s where the Oligarchs got their firepower. They stole it and used their own wealth and resources to manufacture what they needed. Trust and believe that we know exactly what we’re dealing with.”

      It made sense. That was how the weapons got distributed to both the Templars and the Special Forces. Kane mentally whacked himself in the head for not seeing it sooner.

      “We’ve already managed to take some of those weapons from the Templars we’ve taken down,” Cybil said, shaking her head. “But it’s not enough. We need more firepower than what we’ve got. Guns that can mow down a crowd in seconds stand up pretty well to regular service pistols.”

      “That’s why you want Magicians to help you storm the department.”

      Cybil nodded.

      “That’s why we need you.”
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        * * *

      

      Cybil filled Kane in on the way to the meeting point. She ordered two of her men to get word to Chris and Hoyle. Her men would act as part of the police detail during the cleanup at the entrance, then sneak in and brief them on what was happening. They were instructed to walk in unarmed with their hands in the air to avoid being shot or turned into a dust pile by a magic blast.

      “I’m sure you know that you’re wanted for the assassination of the President of the Northern Union,” Cybil said. “What you don’t know, what the higher-ups have worked to keep quiet, is that the city exploded after that.”

      “What do you mean?” Kane asked.

      “In the past day or two since Frostmeyer’s death, skirmishes have been happening all over the city. People are tired of the state of things. The police state, the authoritarian laws, all of it.” Cybil waved her hand at the window. “Hell, you would’ve thought that would happen when they made it legal to kill someone in the street for just being accused of being a Magician. The government worked quickly to make sure there was a newspaper blackout on it. No radio talk, nothing. Newsies were threatened, and some have already turned up missing.” She leaned close, looking Kane in the eye. “The Oligarchy is scared. Their workers have gone on strike. Production is down, which means profits are already dropping. People have been storming City Hall daily, protesting, demanding change. Sometimes it gets violent.” She sat back. “Believe it or not, Hidden Valley isn’t the sole victim of the Northern Union Oligarchy. Hell, things have been happening all over. New York, Baltimore, all the major cities are seeing uprisings against the police and the Special Forces. Even within the departments. The police department in Boston was completely taken over by revolutionaries, and the dirty cops were bounced out.”

      “Boston?”

      Cybil shook her head.

      “It’s a bad situation there,” she said. “But not as bad as here. New Chicago is the capitol city of the Northern Union. It only makes sense that the biggest fights are here.” She leveled her gaze at Kane. “The war has started, Kane. It’s not a question anymore. Now it’s a matter of survival. Fighting back.”

      Kane breathed out, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees.

      “We don’t have the men for this,” Kane said. “Even if we combine forces, which we should, we still don’t have the numbers. We’re talking over a hundred men up against several hundred soldiers and cops. Not to mention that we don’t have air support. The ships they have could wipe us out easily, and bystanders would just be considered collateral damage. A full assault is far too risky.”

      “Which is why we go a bit at the time,” Cybil said. “But, and you can take this to the bank, we aren’t going to have a choice but to engage sooner than later. Once we take the department, the Special Forces will come down hard on us. We’ll need to be ready. That’s why we need to make the stand somewhere fortified. The police department is perfect for that. It’s the most difficult building in the city to penetrate, and they wouldn’t dare bomb it. It’s too close to too many buildings that matter to them. Offices and companies that churn out their fortunes.”

      The coach came to a halt. The door opened, and Kane saw the taller man from the church step to the side. The rain had let up, the ground still wet from the downpour. Kane stepped out, helped Tabitha out, and looked around. They’d come to a small neighborhood in the West side, not unlike Cybil’s neighborhood. The houses were lined in neat rows, the yards all cut and trimmed, the homes identical and small. It was a neighborhood meant for families who didn’t have the means to live in the heart of the city, but were better off than the people of Hidden Valley.

      “The Middle Class is dying,” Cybil said as she stepped out of the coach, assisted by the tall cop. “A lot of these houses are empty. People ending up on the streets because they can’t afford to live here anymore. Can’t even afford transport to Hidden Valley. At least they’d have some support there. No, they just end up sleepin’ in the shadows behind garbage cans. Wandering the city. Doing everything they can to eat.” She looked at Kane. “Or, in some cases, so their children can eat.”

      “Why not just walk to Hidden Valley?” Tabitha asked. “Or Southside? Even Cannery Row would take them in.”

      Cybil looked at her.

      “They’re scared,” she said. “They’ve never been in this situation before. They don’t know what to do, where to go, and they’re afraid of what could happen to them in Hell’s Kitchen. As far as they know, they’d be dead in minutes with all the crime there.”

      “But the crime isn’t really that bad in Hidden Valley,” she said. “It’s just people trying to survive. Everyone helps each other.”

      Cybil shrugged.

      “Not according to the newspapers, sweetie.”

      “That’s terrible,” Tabitha said, shaking her head.

      Cybil nodded.

      “What’s terrible, young lady, is that many of these people helped these sons of bitches into power and didn’t even know it.” She nodded towards the house they’d stopped in front of. “This way. Tom, you and Kyle make sure the area is secure, please.”

      The tall cop, Tom, nodded.

      “Ma’am.”

      Kane and Tabitha followed Cybil as she led them to the front door. She opened it and entered. Kane let Tabitha in front of him, then entered, closing the door behind him. The house was small, the living room just big enough for the table and chairs that sat in the middle and the couch on the wall. The kitchen was through an open doorway, and another doorway to the left led to a small hallway where two bedrooms and a bathroom were located. The carpet was dry, the smell of dust heavy in the air. The plaster walls were cracked in places, and wires likely used to hang portraits still hung from the molding at the top of the walls. Cybil sat down at the table and looked at Kane and Tabitha. She lit a gas lamp and set it down in the center.

      “This house is a different story,” she said. “Tom found it last night. Figured it would be a good meeting place. Been empty a while, so no one will pay it any mind.”

      “What’s happening here?” Kane asked, stepping towards her. “What are we waiting for?”

      “My men will bring Chris and Hoyle here,” she said. “We’ll discuss things and figure out a plan.”

      “We need to get those people out of the subway.”

      “Right now, they’re safer than they would be trying to come here,” Cybil said. “That station is directly underneath uptown. They’d cave the streets in if they collapsed it.”

      “No,” Kane said. “But the Special Forces could go in and shoot them. Or gas them. Right now, the only saving grace we have is that Chesterfield was very publicly killed. Those people will be right back in harm’s way once the dust settles.”

      Cybil sighed.

      “You’re right; we can’t leave them trapped down there. But moving that many people has got to be a coordinated effort. We’ve got to be smart.”

      “Sounds like you have it all figured out,” Kane said.

      Cybil smiled, shaking her head.

      “I don’t,” she said. “That’s why I need your help. It all sounds easy, but it’s not. We’re all lost here, Kane. All of us. Just a bunch of pissed off, good cops who want our city back.” She stood. “I’m gonna go check in with my boys. Until your friends get here, all we can do is wait.” She turned and left the room, going through the back door and outside.

      Kane looked at Tabitha, the hairs on his neck standing up. Her eyes were completely white. She shook her head, her blues coming back.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      Tabitha shook her head again. She looked away from Kane, folding her arms in front of her as she shuddered.

      “Nothing,” she said. “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing,” Kane said. “Tell me.”

      “I can’t,” Tabitha said, her tone firm. She stamped her foot. “I won’t. Don’t make me.” She looked up at him, her eyes pleading. “Please don’t.”

      Kane nodded.

      “Okay,” he said, holding his hands up. He knew better than to push her. Still, he was worried. What was she keeping from him? What had she seen?

      Cybil barged back in through the back door, her expression tense. Kane looked at her, his fists clenched by his sides. Tabitha moved behind him, muttering her Ghostly Frost spell.

      “The neighborhood has been compromised,” Cybil said, her tone angry and bitter. “Get to the coach!”
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        * * *

      

      “If I wasn’t a lady I’d be cursin’ up a storm,” Cybil snapped. She smacked the sidewall of the coach. The horses were being pushed to their maximum power, the machines pumping steam into the air from their joints and exhaust ports. The coach took a corner, leaning precariously as the clockwork animals were urged ahead. Kane felt the wheels on his side touch back down to the road, but it didn’t settle his nerves much.

      “What happened?” Tabitha asked.

      “One of the residents in that neighborhood is a loyalist,” Cybil said. “They reported us. They only know about a few of us, thank God. But this still screws things up.”

      Tabitha’s jaw dropped in shock.

      “Well, that wasn’t very nice!”

      Kane raised an eyebrow at her, then looked at Cybil.

      “Take us to the subway entrance,” he said.

      Cybil laughed.

      “Are you out of your mind? This coach is probably reported ‘missing in action.’ You’re asking me to parade right through the city with stolen property!”

      Kane sat back and cursed under his breath. She was right. Danwood’s men would be all over them in no time.

      An idea came to mind.

      “The Mermaid,” he said, sitting up.

      Cybil looked at him.

      “Now is not the time for whores and drinking, Kane.”

      Kane shook his head as he sat forward.

      “There’s a depot across from the building,” he said. “There’s plenty of clockwork horses and coaches in there. Including police issue. We pull in for repair, swap out to another one before anyone knows what happened.”

      Cybil sat back in her seat. “Clever,” she said, smiling.

      Tabitha looked between them.

      “What?”

      Kane winked at her.

      “Think our relationship is ready for handcuffs?”

      Tabitha’s eyes widened with excitement as she bit her lower lip and clapped her hands rapidly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “I really hate you right now, Kane.”

      Kane looked sidelong at Tabitha as she struggled against the handcuffs that kept her hands pinned behind her back. She shifted in the seat, trying to find a more comfortable way to sit. She glared at him. “This isn’t what I had in mind.”

      Kane nodded.

      “I know what you had in mind. But this will actually have a better chance of working.”

      Cybil shook her head, smiling at the two of them. Kane looked at her.

      “What?” he said.

      “You two are precious,” Cybil said. “Young love. Oh, I wish I was your age again.”

      Tabitha looked at Kane again and growled at him. He couldn’t blame her for being a little angry with him. The last time she’d been handcuffed, she’d been taken in as a Magician and locked in a cell to be executed. Still, it wouldn’t look right if they pulled into the depot for a coach and horse change if the cops were accompanied by two wanted felons as if they were old friends. On top of everything, Tabitha wasn’t able to change their appearance again. She needed to have the models of what they were to become in sight, and having two sets of twins, show up would look just as out of place.

      The streets were noisy, people shouting and chanting as the coach passed by city hall on its way towards the tower that served as home to the Mermaid. Many of the protestors held signs, screaming for Democracy, for freedom. They were dressed no wholly different from some of the citizens in Hidden Valley. Skirts, trousers, suspenders, some looking as if they’d already had a run-in with the police that had ended in a black eye or a busted lip.

      Hundreds of them. All shouting. All chanting. All angry.

      “This type of thing has been more frequent the past few days,” Cybil said as the coach turned the corner away from the scene. “The inaction towards the shooting at Frostmeyer’s little rally the other day has people riled up. Some bystanders lost their lives, people who live and work here in the city, and the papers haven’t said a damn thing. They’re already talking about moving another Oligarch into the Presidency. Some other steel tycoon. There’s even been rioting in some districts.”

      “Who can blame them?” Tabitha said. “You can only push someone so far.” She frowned as they passed a fancy restaurant. Kane could see people through the large glass window, many dressed for success in expensive suits and ties. Businessmen at lunch, taking a break from making hordes of money for their companies. Overpaid employees loyal to the rich men than kept them wealthier than others.

      “I’m hungry,” said Tabitha. “Think they serve pancakes in there?”

      Kane looked at her.

      “What is it with you and pancakes?”

      Tabitha turned to him and shrugged.

      “First: I’m pregnant. It’s called a craving, Kane. Wake up. Besides, I like them! I mean, I’m sure they aren’t Ralphie’s, but it’s something. Gods, I’d take anything—”

      The restaurant window shattered next to the coach, cutting her off. The men inside shouted and stood up from their tables, fleeing as an explosive cocktail was hurled into the restaurant. Kane tried to stand, but ended up falling back onto his seat as the coach continued on. He looked at Cybil.

      “We’ve got to help them,” he said.

      “We can’t,” Cybil said. “Look.”

      Kane looked out the window again as people swarmed into the restaurant. The patrons fled as the rioters overturned tables and threw bricks at windows and mirrors. Wait staff retreated to the kitchen, customers went out through the door as the chaos grew. Someone managed to douse the flames, the smell of burning carpet and scorched wood heavy in the air. The coach continued on as the scene faded from sight.

      “We would’ve been swarmed as well,” Cybil said. “People can’t differentiate us from the rest of the police. We’re in uniform. For all they know, we’re just as corrupt.”

      “This is insane,” Kane said.

      “You’re not wrong,” Cybil said, nodding. “But it’s what’s happening. It’s all coming apart for the Oligarchy. For the police. That’s why we have to make a stand. Now, while they’re weak. Take the department. Show these people that there are police on their side. We’ll have an easier time stopping the rioting if they know that law enforcement is on their side, actually there to protect them and not just the powerful.”

      “And the judicial system?” Kane said.

      Cybil nodded.

      “Just like there are good cops, there are also good judges. Just gotta get them motivated.”

      Tabitha looked at Kane.

      “This is bigger than us,” she said.

      He nodded, not speaking as the coach slowed. Kane looked out and up at the building that loomed over them. He saw the lights at the top.

      The Mermaid.

      The coach veered right and entered the loud depot. The sounds of clockwork horses being tested mixed with grinders cutting away at excess metal, drills and wrenches being used to tighten bolts and gears and cogs. Hoses were going full blast in the wash area, spraying down horse and coach to ready them for release back out onto the streets. Kane heard a man’s voice call to the drivers up front.

      “Ho, there!”

      “Need a hand,” Tom shouted over the noise.

      “Don’t see you on the schedule, officer,” the man said. “Who’s your supervisor?”

      “In the back.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      The man appeared at the window next to Cybil. He looked in at her and nodded.

      “Ma’am.”

      “Evening, good sir,” Cybil said, masking her Southern accent. “I require an emergency swap. My horses are skipping gears, and this coach might have a blown axle. I’m transporting prisoners, so we need to make this quick.”

      The man tipped his striped hat.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He turned away. “Hey, Frankie! Get your ass over here! Need a cop coach and a couple of horses!”

      “Right!” another voice called.

      Cybil leaned forward as Tom and Kyle climbed down from their spot on the driver’s bench up front.

      “Make it look good, Kane,” she said. “They haven’t noticed the ID number on the coach yet. Let’s keep it that way.”

      The doors opened, and Tom reached in and pulled Tabitha out. She struggled against him as he jerked her roughly to the rear of the coach. Kyle reached in from the other side, his grip on Kane’s shirt strong as he pulled him out.

      “Get to your feet, asshole,” the kid said as he shoved Kane around to the back of the coach. “And keep your mouth shut.”

      “Fuck you,” Kane snapped at him. “Fuckin’ flatfoot.”

      “How’d you like that nice hat of yours crammed down your throat?” Kyle said. “Now can it.”

      Tom stood over Tabitha as Cybil came around and eyed Kane. She looked at the engineer she’d spoken to earlier. He held out a clipboard with a paper for her to sign. Another man road up to them with a new coach pulled by two freshly cleaned clockwork horses, their brass chassis shining in the lights.

      Cybil looked at Tom and Kyle and jerked her head at the new setup.

      “Get those two loaded.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” they said in unison. Kyle nudged Kane with his night stick. Tom grabbed Tabitha by the arm and jerked her towards the coach.

      “Make a scene,” Cybil whispered as he went by. “Do it now!”

      Kane glanced over his shoulder, saw the engineer looking over the coach. He was leafing through the papers on his clipboard as he kept glancing up at the number on the back.

      Shit.

      Kane looked at Tabitha and Tom.

      “Get your fucking hands off her!” he yelled as he broke into a run. He shoulder-checked Tom in the back, sent the kid flying and Tabitha stumbling. Kyle was on him in a second, and Kane’s head whipped to the side from the blow to his jaw. Kane staggered back and kicked out, caught Kyle in the stomach. A group of engineers rushed at him, hands grabbing him, pushing him down to the ground, holding him. Tom and Kyle broke through the group and jerked Kane to his feet. Kane looked around and saw that the nosy engineer had stepped away from the coach to watch the scene.

      Cybil marched up to him, reared back, and smashed the back of her hand against Kane’s cheek.

      “Try that again, and I’ll shoot you myself,” she said loudly. She looked at Tom and Kyle. “Get them loaded now, or get a reprimand!”
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        * * *

      

      Kane rubbed his jaw as the coach sped down the street towards Uptown.

      They’d talked it over. It had to look real.

      Cybil removed the cuffs as soon as Tom and Kyle had pulled the coach out of the depot. She looked out the window now while Tabitha fussed at Kane.

      “You should let me heal you.”

      “I can take a punch,” Kane said. He looked at Cybil. “Now what?”

      “We need to make this quick,” she said. “You need to get your people rallied before…” she trailed off, sitting up straight as her eyes widened behind her thick-lensed glasses. “What in the hell?”

      The coach came to a stop. Kane followed Cybil’s gaze out the window as two police coaches sped by, the horses going full tilt. Another swept by. Another. He looked up and saw a police airship move by, its searchlights aimed forward.

      Kane felt a grip on his arm. He looked at Tabitha, saw her white eyes.

      “The department,” she said plainly. “Lots going on. People shouting. Stand down. No. Take aim.”

      Kane looked at Cybil.

      “It’s happening now!”

      Cybil leaned out the window and shouted at the two drivers to get them to the department. The coach jerked and took off, taking the corner quickly, the storefronts and streetlights whipping by. Tabitha turned to Kane, her eyes blue.

      “We can’t wait,” she said. “It’s Chris and Hoyle! They’re in trouble!”

      He nodded and looked at Cybil.

      “We’ll meet you there.”
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        * * *

      

      Kane looked down at the police department below, watching as the crowd surged onto the front steps, the shouting and chanting not much different than what he’d seen at City Hall. The cool breeze at the top of the building caught some of Tabitha’s hair, blowing it up against his cheek as she stood next to him, also watching the scene unfold.

      “Do you see Chris or Hoyle?” she asked.

      Kane shook his head.

      “Just people,” he said. “Aspectu aethereo.” His vision went to black and white, the auras below him shining bright in the shimmering world around him. He narrowed his eyes, the scene drawing closer as if he were looking through binoculars. He cursed under his breath as he saw Chris and Hoyle at the front of the crowd. Hoyle was pointing around the area, positioning people. People Kane recognized.

      Magicians from Hidden Valley.

      “Chris, you’re an idiot,” he muttered. He saw Chris turn and look around. “Up here, jackass.”

      “Your two cop buddies came down to the subway,” Chris said, looking up in the general area where Kane and Tabitha were camped out. “We almost killed them both, but they were smart. Guns were holstered and their hands were up.”

      “That was their instruction,” Kane said.

      “So they said,” Chris said. “They told us what was going on.”

      “So you decided to go ahead without us?” Kane shook his head. “You do know that Cybil had a plan in place, right? Involved us sneaking in and taking the station by surprise.”

      Chris shrugged.

      “I prefer an up-front fight.”

      “What’s he saying?” Tabitha said beside Kane.

      “Not much,” Kane said. “Just confirming for me how fucking stupid he is. Chris, stand down and get those people the hell out of there.”

      “They’re riled up now, my friend,” Chris said, grinning. “They’re angry. Tired of it.”

      Kane heard Wil’s voice on the wind.

      “Him done got ‘em all worked up,” she said, her tone irritated. “Ain’t no turnin’ back, now.”

      “I’m sure you’re not helping,” Kane said.

      “What can I do?” she said. “I’m here. They can’t see me, but I can see them good. And that boy betta’ run like hell.”

      Chris looked around again.

      “Both of you can project your voices?” he said. His tone went sarcastic. “Yeah, that won’t get annoying at all.”

      Kane focused his hearing on the department. Everyone in position. Cover all windows. Flank them on both sides. Drive them back. Take out only the first line.

      Danwood’s voice.

      “Scare them up,” he growled. “Templars, front and center. Are the machine guns in place?”

      “Sir!”

      “Oh fuck,” Kane breathed. “Chris, this is the last warning. Get. Those. People. Clear!”

      Chris ignored him, pumping his fist in the air.

      “We won’t back down!” he shouted, turning to the crowd. “We won’t back down!”

      The crowd shouted it back at him, some holding guns they’d taken from the fallen Special Forces troops. The Magicians were all standing at the ready, their hands glowing. Kane shifted his vision to the department as Chris kept the chanting going. Templars were setting up two large machine guns like the one from the conference, each on either side of the main lobby of the department. The curtains were closed. The people outside couldn’t see in. Other officers were in place, rifles aimed at the door. Danwood stood behind Cybil’s desk, shouting orders. He stepped down and made his way to the far back where the desks started as cops cleared out arrestees and took their places, their guns aimed.

      “Wait for my signal,” Danwood said to his men as he held his arm high. “Take out the Magicians first. It’s all they’ve got. The rest will be easy pickings.”

      Kane looked back at the crowd. Unarmed men and women were there, pumping their fists and shouting with Chris as Hoyle made the others ready. Some of the people were younger, kids in their mid and late teens.

      All of them sitting ducks.

      Kane stood back from the ledge.

      “Visus Mortalis!”

      His sight went back to normal. Tabitha looked at him, her eyes wide, her tone panicked.

      “What is it?” she said. “What’s happening?”

      “A massacre,” Kane said. “It’s gonna be a goddamned massacre! Get me down there!”

      “I’m coming with you!”

      “No! It’s about to be a warzone down there. I can’t risk losing you.” He looked down at her stomach and back up into her eyes. “Either of you.”

      She launched at him.

      “I don’t need your protection,” she said, her eyes hard. “If you go down there, I’m going with you. If you go without me, I’ll follow you anyway. I go where you go, and you’re just going to have to suck it up, Kane Shepherd.”

      Kane’s blood froze, his heart seeming to stop in his chest as the chopped, familiar, vicious sound of two machine guns spewing bullets mixed with the shattering of glass and the screams of over a hundred people. He went back to the ledge and looked down. Dozens lay dead as Chris and the Magicians returned fire, retreating down the steps, trying to get clear of the gunfire. Some of the people who were armed returned fire along with the Magicians, but they were cut down easily as Templars moved out from the side doors of the building and opened fire.

      Kane took Tabitha’s hands in his. There wasn’t time to argue. This was happening now.

      “Get us in there and set off a blast! Go! Go! Go!”

      Tabitha closed her eyes and grit her teeth.

      “Draugalega Ferðast!”

      They were thrust downwards and out, the floors and walls coming at them, moving past. The floor was solid under their feet in less than a second. Kane ducked and called out his shield spell at the same time Tabitha spoke her blast spell. The blue force blew outwards, sent debris, furniture, and people flying. The machine guns stopped their assault. Bullets pelted Kane’s shield as Tabitha ducked down next to him. They moved together towards a large overturned desk as the machine guns started back up. Kane looked around, saw Danwood with his pistol aimed. Kane cast his fireball spell and hurled one at the lieutenant, then ducked as bullet slammed into the wall next to him.

      “Take out the machine guns,” he shouted at Tabitha.

      “Right,” she said with a nod. She moved from cover, hurled an ice spear at the machine gunner nearest to them. The spike went into the man’s back and he fell away, the bloody tip if the spear protruding from the center of his chest. Kane charged a fireball and lobbed it blindly over their cover. The Templars and officers called out, their warnings cut short by the explosion. Tabitha launched another spear, missed. Danwood moved from cover and fired at her. She ducked, and Kane dove to the side, picking up a dropped handgun as he went. He came up on one knee and returned fire at Danwood, the gun jumping in his hand with each trigger pull. He heard the man call out. He’d caught him in the arm.

      “Not done with you,” Kane muttered under his breath. He took aim at the other machine gunner and fired. The guy’s head opened up and he fell to the floor instantly. Kane looked down at the gun: a Colt 45.

      “No wonder,” he said to himself.

      “Now!”

      Kane turned at the sound of Hoyle’s voice. Chris and his Magicians charged in, blasts flying, followed by bullets from the few left who still had guns. More entered behind them, tackling Danwood’s men and stealing their guns as they went. Kane saw a few officers with them. Then more. The lobby and office area was full, well over a hundred cops fighting back against Danwood’s army. Templars and rogue cops fell, many of them tackled to the floor, some taken out by gunfire.

      “Open fire!” Danwood screamed. “Drive them back!”

      Kane moved from his hiding spot. Danwood was distracted, blind firing at the encroaching rebels as he backpedaled towards the double doors in the rear.

      This was it. It hit Kane, set his blood on fire, made his heart race.

      He took aim. It was a clean shot.

      I told you: If you touched her, I’d kill you.

      He pulled the trigger. He saw it in his mind as the hammer went forward. Danwood falling to the floor, half of his head missing.

      Click!

      Kane looked at the revolver. Empty.

      Danwood rounded on him, his eyes wide at the sight of Kane standing there, staring at him. Kane lobbed an explosive fireball at him, ducked as the floor next to Danwood blew and sent debris everywhere.

      At least fifty officers flooded the main area, all shouting, all firing their weapons as Templars and other officers turned their guns on them. The Revolution had Danwood’s men caught in a pincer attack. The Templars and Danwood’s cops began to group in the center of the area, their guns out, all of them back to back as they clustered together. Kane heard Cybil calling out from the group of officers that had arrived, heard Hoyle echoing her order.

      “Hold your fire! Cease fire, god dammit!”

      Kane looked back at Danwood. The lieutenant was getting to his feet, his arm bleeding. Some of the buttons on his shirt had given, his sizable gut hanging out, his undershirt drenched in sweat and dark with grime. Kane tossed the gun to the side and began to march towards Danwood. Another revolver lay on the floor. Kane knelt down and picked it up, not breaking stride as he approached the large man. He took aim, pulled the hammer back with his thumb. Danwood’s eyes widened, his hands moving up as if to ward of the bullet that would end his life. Kane was on him, the barrel pressed against Danwood’s forehead.

      “Time to die,” Kane said, his tone dark, his eyes wide with fury as his mind flashed back to Danwood groping Tabitha at the execution. It seemed like years ago.

      “Let’s talk, Shepherd.”

      “Let’s not.”

      Tabitha’s voice rang out.

      “Kane! Kane, stop!”

      She approached, the area quiet and still. She came close to him, looked up at him with pleading eyes.

      “He dies,” Kane growled, feeling his rage boiling in his gut.

      “No,” Tabitha said. She gently put her hand on his arm. “No. Don’t be him. Don’t do this. Not again.” She shook her head, moved closer, put her face close to his. “Kane. Kane look at me. He’s beaten. He’s done. This isn’t self-defense, it’s murder! What will you tell our daughter?” She took his free hand and put it over her stomach, her body shaking.

      “He tried to kill you,” Kane said, looking at her, the gun still aimed. “He tried to take you away from me.”

      She shook her head.

      “You saved me,” she said. “He lost.”

      He looked at her, past her at Danwood. Kane caressed the trigger with his finger, looking back into her eyes. The scene played over and over. Danwood touching her cheek, opening her shirt slightly to get a look. The man sneering at Kane as he arrested Tabitha in front of him. The sick bastard sniffing her bra during his search of Kane’s office. Tabitha standing with a noose around her neck on a stage. Kane felt the fury welling in his stomach, the hatred pulsing through his veins.

      The gun jumped in his hand, the report loud in the silent lobby. The shot didn’t startle Tabitha. No reaction. Nothing.

      Danwood’s eyes were wide in horror, the barrel aimed just an inch past his sweating brow, a large hole in the column behind him where the bullet had buried itself deep. A large dark patch began to grow in the detective’s pants and down his leg.

      Kane lowered the gun as Tabitha broke into tears and embraced him. He stepped away as Cybil approached Danwood.

      “You’ve lost, Charles,” she said, not hiding her Southern accent. “We’ve taken back the department. You, your men, and your Templars are under arrest. Anyone who’s still alive, that is.”

      “On what charges?” Danwood said, looking around, trying to sound tough with the front of his pants soaked in piss.

      “Corruption,” Cybil said not backing down. “We’ll start with that at the top of the laundry list and work our way down.” She looked around. “There were only fifty of us in my group. It looks like we weren’t the only ones sick of your bullshit.”

      “Gentry still owns this department,” Danwood said, his voice wavering.

      “Bless your heart,” Cybil said, grinning. “We’ll hang onto you until things settle down. I’m sure there are some people in the general population who would love to have a word with you.”

      Kane heard Chris give a shout.

      “Victory!”

      The room erupted in cheers as Cybil’s officers rounded up what was left of Danwood’s group and began to slap them in cuffs.

      Kane looked around, then pulled Tabitha away.

      “Wil,” he said. “Where’s Wil?”

      The floor shook beneath their feet. A large crack formed in the marble, mortar fell from the walls. Kane focused his hearing. Someone shouted. An older voice.

      Krieg.

      Kane pulled his hearing back in.

      “Guess it’s too much to ask you to stay here,” he said to Tabitha.

      “Right,” she said. “Try again.”

      He looked at her and grunted. Why argue anymore?

      He turned away.

      “Chris, Hoyle, with me! Cybil, I need men!”

      Cybil waved to a few cops. They nodded and stepped forward.

      “You got ‘em!”

      Kane looked at Tabitha. He shook his head and waved her towards him.

      “Bring up the rear,” he said. “Let’s go!”

      Kane led the way, barging through the doors and down the corridor, his company close behind him. He came to an elevator, punched the down button. The doors opened, and he and his group crowded on. He hit the basement key and waited as the doors closed and the car began to lower. He turned to Chris.

      “Be ready with a blast. Tabitha, lay down fire behind Chris, but stay behind him. Hoyle, cover us. The three of us are going in, but we need suppressive fire. You three men are with Hoyle.”

      The three cops nodded and spoke in unison.

      “Sir!”

      “What do you think is happening?” Chris asked.

      “Wil’s down here, and she knows Krieg is on our side,” Kane said. “It means someone else is here. Someone that may be a little more than she can handle.” He dreaded the thought, but he knew who it was. It wouldn’t make sense, otherwise.

      The elevator stopped. The doors opened to a dark hallway. The lights were out. There was a shout, another blast. The door to the morgue blew open. Kane heard Wil mumble something. Hoyle and his men flanked the door, their rifles aimed. Chris and Tabitha had shots ready. Kane conjured a fireball as Wil stumbled out of the morgue. She was bleeding, her face and arms cut and bruised. She grinned as she slumped against the wall. Kane rushed to her side, helped her down to the floor so she could sit with her back to the wall.

      She looked up at him.

      “Big knock at the door,” she quipped, her breathing harsh as she winced in pain. “It for you.”

      Kane’s skin went to gooseflesh as a familiar, unsurprising voice purred from inside Krieg’s morgue.

      “So good of you to come to our little party, Mr. Shepherd.”

      Kane stood and looked at Hoyle.

      “Leave a man with Wil.”

      “Roger that,” Hoyle said, nodding to one of the cops, a younger black man. He went to Wil while Kane stepped into the morgue.

      The place was trashed, tables overturned, the floor littered with tools and broken jars and bottles. Papers were strewn about. A couple of bodies had been dumped off slabs, their limbs in awkward positions in the floor. Kane looked towards the cold lockers, saw a few of them open, the bodies hanging halfway out. Krieg looked back at Kane, his expression tense, his lips pursed as if he were holding his breath.

      Gentry stood next to him, smiling, a Ruger pointed at Krieg’s skull.

      “A gun?” Kane said. “I figured those were beneath you, Gentry.”

      Gentry shrugged.

      “I prefer not to use something so barbaric,” he said. “However, being that my element is wind, I find that I might need something more visual to get your attention. And, since suspending our dear friend here by the throat might illicit a more brash reaction, I’ve opted for a more traditional approach.” He nodded to Kane. “I require your attention, Mr. Shepherd. Your undivided attention.”

      “You’ve got it,” Kane said. He looked over his shoulder. Hoyle and the other two officers had rifles aimed. Chris had a ball of electricity in his hands. Kane motioned for them to lower their weapons. He turned back to Gentry. “You to let him go. Then we talk.”

      “My granddaughter is ten,” Krieg said, looking sidelong at Gentry. “She has no one else, good sir. I must go home tonight.”

      “And you will, good man,” Gentry said. “As long as our friend, Mr. Shepherd, is able to keep his rather famous temper in check.” He looked at Kane. “I’m afraid you misunderstand who currently holds the ball in this game, Mr. Shepherd. You are in no position to make demands.”

      “We’ve taken the police department,” Kane said. “It’s a matter of time before the Revolution comes after you.”

      “The Revolution burned with Charleston,” Gentry said.

      “Try again,” Kane said. “As long as people are willing to resist, there will always be a Revolution.”

      Gentry’s lip twitched. Kane gave him a smirk. About time I unnerved you, asshole.

      “Then I gather this meeting should move quickly,” Gentry said. “You will accompany me back to City Hall. To the President’s office.”

      “Why?”

      “All in good time, Mr. Shepherd.”

      “Gonna need an explanation,” Kane said. “I’m not just gonna go in blind. You know me better than that, Gentry.”

      “Agreed,” Gentry said. “I know you require incentive.” He looked past Kane, his grin broadening. “Ah. I do believe I’ve found it.”

      It all happened too quickly. Gentry shoved Krieg aside, sending the doctor tumbling over a nearby slab and into the floor, a corpse falling on top of him. Kane shouted, turned to stop Hoyle and the others from firing. Gentry growled something in Icelandic, a gust of wind sending Kane at the others. He smashed into Chris and two went flying into Hoyle’s group, all of them landing in heap. Kane heard Tabitha scream, saw her fly past him and into Gentry’s arms. She fought against him, shoved him back. She tried to fling a spear at him, but he swatted her arm away and grabbed her by the throat. Kane was on his feet in a flash, barreling down at Gentry, his teeth grit as he reached out to tear the commissioner apart. Gentry had the Ruger out, the barrel pressed against Tabitha’s temple. She went still, her eyes wide. Kane stopped in his tracks. There were six floor tiles between him and Gentry.

      Six feet.

      “Maybe you’ll make it, Mr. Shepherd,” Gentry said, pressing the Ruger harder against Tabitha’s temple. She whimpered, her eyes locked on Kane. “Is it worth it? Is her life worth finding out whether or not you’re faster than a bullet?”

      “This is you and me, you slippery shit,” Kane said. “Let her go.”

      Gentry tightened his grip on Tabitha’s arm, glancing down at the satchel she carried.

      “And I have your Grimoires? My, what a productive day.”

      “Lucky you,” Kane muttered.

      Gentry started to speak, then stopped. He blinked, looking down at Tabitha. He took his hand off her arm and placed it on her stomach. It glowed a soft white, a breeze blowing Tabitha’s shirt slightly. Gentry looked up at Kane, smiling again.

      “I believe congratulations are in order,” he said. “And I believe this may change my plans slightly. I may not need you after all, Mr. Shepherd.” He cocked his head to the side. “Or maybe I do. Of course, there is only one way to find out. Næturferð!”

      Kane held his arms up to block the gale force winds as Gentry and Tabitha were swept up into the air. They disappeared, the wind surging out the door. The room went still just as quickly as it had been a cyclone. Kane stared at the spot where Gentry and Tabitha had been standing, his blood pounding in his ears.
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      Kane stared at the spot where Gentry and Tabitha had been only a moment before. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t breathe. His body was tense, his fists clenched, his fingernails digging into his palms, wetness seeping slowing between his fingers as he clenched harder. Harder. He had to feel pain. He had to feel the sting.

      He had to feel.

      He could hear Hoyle shouting orders to his men, could hear Chris saying something. Their voices were soft, mumbles against the sound of his heartbeat in his ears, blood coursing through his veins. Kane’s teeth were grit together, his eyes locked on the empty spot in front of him as Krieg got to his feet and came close to him. He said something. Waved his hand in front of Kane’s face.

      Gentry had taken her. Had taken Tabitha.

      Had taken his child.

      His child.

      Kane blinked. A father. He was going to be a father.

      No, Goddammit, he thought, screaming in his mind. I’m going to be a father. I GOING TO BE A FATHER!

      “Kane!!”

      Kane blinked, snapped out of his fugue state as Krieg gripped his shoulders and shook him, yelling his name.

      “I’m going to be a father,” Kane said, the words coming out, his voice strong, full of anger. Determination. That was what he felt. He looked at Krieg. “I’m going to be a father.”

      Krieg’s eyes were wide as he stepped back, his mouth open in shock.

      “Oh,” he said. “Oh, my Lord.” He looked away, shaking his head as he covered his mouth. Kane heard Chris walk up to him, saw the kid out of the corner of his eye.

      “She’s pregnant?” he said.

      Kane nodded. “Yeah.”

      “No,” Krieg said, looking back at them. “No, there’s something you need to hear, Mr. Shepherd.”

      Kane’s eyes hardened again as he stared at Krieg.

      “Let’s hear it.”

      “Commissioner Gentry is planning something…spectacular was the word he used. Something involving you.”

      “I gathered that.”

      Krieg shook his head again, waving off Kane’s comment.

      “No, listen: it’s not enough for him. He’s gone completely mad. He doesn’t just want to kill you. He wants to break you. Tear you down.”

      Kane stared at Krieg.

      “Doc, I’m not trying to be rude, but you’re a little late to the party with that one.”

      “No, Mr. Shepherd, you don’t understand,” Krieg said, shaking his head. “There’s a purpose behind it. He’s obsessed with the idea of taking everything from you. Killing anyone you’re close to. He wants you to be completely alone when he finally decides to come for you. No where to go. No one to help you. Nothing left.”

      Kane breathed out slowly.

      Tabitha. Gentry was going to kill Tabitha and the baby.

      Rage filled Kane, white hot, his body trembling from the desire to kill Gentry, see the bastard’s blood on the floor. His breathing went deep, the knot in his stomach moving to his chest, burning with hellish fury. He hadn’t felt it since the Wendigo curse he’d carried in South Carolina. For a brief, unforgivable moment, he wished he still carried the beast inside him.

      Kane spun on his heel and started out of the morgue. Chris and Krieg followed behind as he passed by Hoyle and his men. Hoyle had helped Wil to her feet.

      “Where you goin’, white man?” she called to him.

      “To get Tabitha back,” Kane barked over his shoulder. “Chris, Hoyle, get with Cybil. Lock this place down.”

      “Kane,” Wil called from behind him. Kane ignored her.

      “There are still Special Forces troops out in the city,” Chris said. “Just because Chesterfield’s dead doesn’t mean they won’t carry out their orders.”

      Kane nodded as Wil called his name again.

      “Hoyle, make sure there’s a perimeter set up around the station,” he said. “Take in any refugees who need help. You see Special Forces, kill them on sight. No prisoners.”

      “Jesus,” Hoyle muttered.

      Kane made it to the elevator and stepped inside. Wil appeared next to him, smashed the button to close the door before the others could join them.

      “Kane Shepherd, you stubborn, pissed-off peckerwood!” she snarled at him, putting her face close to his. “You gonna ride in this death box with me, and you gonna listen to every fuckin’ word gonna come outta my mouth!”

      Kane went back at her.

      “Back off,” he shouted. “I’ve got this, and I don’t need your help.”

      “You need all the help you can get, you overzealous sonofabitch!” Wil stood her ground, her eyes locked on Kane’s. “You know as well as I do: that wind-tossin’ bastard ain’t gonna kill your lovergirl. Him need you to come after her. That’s how him gonna trap you! Now cool off your fires ‘fore you burn somethin’ don’t grow back!”

      Kane stopped himself for arguing. He leaned back against the elevator wall as the car began to rise. Wil was right. He couldn’t go in hotheaded. Gentry laid a trap, and Tabitha was bait. He had to be smart about it.

      “That’s better,” Wil said with a grunt not unlike Antonia Boudreaux’s. She crossed her arms in front of her.

      “We’re short on time,” Kane said. “Gentry knows I’m going to come after Tabitha.”

      “And him know that you got the temperament of a grizzly bear,” Wil said. “Which mean you go in blastin’ fireballs all over the place, you gonna set yourself up to fail. He only got one target: you.”

      “But I don’t have a choice,” Kane said. “City Hall is a fortress.”

      “Oh, don’ get me wrong,” Wil said. “You gonna go in the front door. But you ain’t gonna go alone. You can’t. That ain’t gonna do your girl or your baby no good.”

      The elevator stopped, the doors opening. Kane stepped out, stopped, and looked around the area. The main floor was alive, people bustling about, everyone working to clean up and detain the last of Danwood’s Templars and dirty cops. Police officers from Cybil’s army worked with Chris and Hoyle’s revolutionaries to help the wounded to desks that had been turned into makeshift exam tables. Magicians healed the wounded officers and the like while others gathered up the guns from the fallen and the prisoners. A small group in the furthest corner had the weapons spread out, checking them for defects and taking stock of ammunition.

      “This is it,” Wil said. “This is the war, Kane Shepherd.”

      Cybil walked by, stopping in front of them.

      “You’re not wrong,” she said to Wil. “Cybil Lewis.”

      “Wilhelmina Devereaux,” Wil said, giving Cybil a slight nod. “You call me Wil. Easier than that mouthful my mama give me.”

      Cybil gave Wil a curt nod and turned her attention to Kane.

      “Wil is telling the truth,” she said. “This is now open war, Kane. And we’ve got casualties. But we’ve also got momentum. We aren’t the only fight in the city. Hoyle and Chris have put word out that we’re assembling. We need a plan of attack.”

      “Gentry took Tabitha,” Kane said.

      Cybil nodded.

      “Understood. We’ll get her back.” She turned and called to a few officers. “I want everyone gathered here for an assembly in ten minutes. We’re going to City Hall.”

      “Ma’am,” the men said. They gave her a salute and hurried off to relay the message.

      “Gentry is mine,” Kane said.

      Cybil looked at Kane.

      “I’m not arguing with you,” she said. “From what I’ve been told, you’re the only one here who stands a chance with him. And you’re also the only one he’s interested in. There’s a lot more going on in that building than what concerns you directly. But there’s a plan in place.” Her eyes narrowed as the elevator doors opened again. Kane looked over his shoulder as Chris and Hoyle stepped off, followed by the three officers. “And I do not have time for hotheads who can’t follow orders.”

      Chris held his hands up.

      “Hey, we won, right?”

      Kane rounded on him.

      “You got people killed,” Kane said through grit teeth, his nose almost touching Chris’s. “You get that? People are dead because of you!”

      Chris went back at him.

      “I did what I thought I needed to do! I didn’t think they’d have fucking machine guns set up!”

      “That’s the problem,” Kane snapped. “You didn’t think! If you’d have waited an hour, we could’ve done the same thing without killing off half of our people!”

      Chris’s eyes widened. Kane could see the realization on the newsie’s face.

      “I…I don’t know what say,” Chris stammered. “I just wanted to help end this.”

      Kane glared at him. He felt his anger back off slightly. Chris wasn’t trying to kill him. Chris hadn’t taken Tabitha. It wasn’t Chris who started the whole thing weeks ago. Months.

      Years.

      Kane breathed out slowly, stood tall. He moved close to Chris, got in his face as he growled.

      “Cybil is in charge. You will do what she says without question. No more cowboy bullshit from you.”

      Chris nodded.

      “Right,” he said. “No problem.”

      “I mean it,” Kane said. “That bastard has the mother of my child.” He couldn’t shake his fury. His body shook with rage. He stepped back, Cybil, Hoyle, Wil, and Chris watching him.

      “Kane,” Cybil said. “Honey, I’m all over this. We will get her back.”

      Kane wiped his mouth with a shaking hand, looking away at the people working around him. He saw City Hall through the broken front skylights, it’s spire high in the sky as an airship lumber past.

      “I hope so,” he said, turning back to them. “Because I’m going to kill anyone who gets in my way. Anyone.”
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        * * *

      

      Kane heard Cybil’s voice in his mind as he watched the front steps of City Hall from the rooftop. Wil had teleported them to the vantage point. He was to wait until the signal to enter the building. He looked up at the skyscraper, every nerve on end fighting his instinct to go in and blast everything in sight.

      “We’ve taken back the police department,” Cybil said. “But we’re not done. Listen.”

      Kane listened again. The noise in the distance was telltale. Gunfire. An explosion. Screams and shouts. A building burned. He could smell the smoke drifting over on the breeze. Airships had pulled back from Hidden Valley to provide support, but skirmishes were quickly spreading all over the city. Protests going out of control. No. Rioting. No.

      War.

      “The Revolution has started. It isn’t just us. It’s everyone that the Oligarchy oppressed. The People. We’re going out into that war. We’re going to be part of that fight.”

      Standing on top of that building, his mind spinning with Cybil’s words, his heart hurting at the thought of what that evil son of a bitch Gentry might be doing to Tabitha, it was then that Kane realized how blind he’d been. How narrow-minded of him to think that Hidden Valley was the sole victim of the Oligarchy, of the oppression from the wealth and the powerful in New Chicago. In the Northern Union. How many other Hidden Valleys were there? How many cities were being torn apart from the inside out? New York? Boston? Detroit?

      Only one mattered to Kane. Only the city where his friends were in danger, were caught up in this fight.

      Only one war.

      “Aspectu aethereo.”

      The world went to black and white. Kane focused his hearing and his Ethereal Sight on City Hall. He wanted to search the building, look through the walls, find Tabitha’s aura. Not yet. There would be time. He scanned down, saw the legion of troops on patrol in front of the building. More surrounded the building, each door guarded by two.

      Gentry knew Kane was coming. More likely, he was expecting it.

      Kane saw Chris and his group of Magicians hiding in the alleyways and in the shadows. He heard Wil behind him.

      “That damn fool in place?”

      “Yes,” Kane said. He focused on Chris. “Remember that there’s a plan in place, will you?”

      “Yeah, I got it,” Chris said, annoyed. “You got a good visual?”

      “Yes I do,” Kane said. “Three groups?”

      “Back, left, and right,” Chris said. “Cybil and Hoyle will make their approach on my mark.”

      “I don’ like this,” Wil said. “That evil-ass Magic Man up to something twisted.”

      “I agree,” Kane said over his shoulder. “But he’s not leaving us much choice, either.”

      “Hmph,” Wil grunted. “We got plenty of choices. One bein’ kill’em all and let your God sort ‘em. Got enough power in them flyin’ beasts to take down that castle. Not likely we’d get out alive with your girl in tow, anyway. Them flyin’ hellbringers’d have that building on the ground in seconds.”

      Kane didn’t look at her as he spoke.

      “I know you hate sneaking around, but we don’t know what kind of artillery they have down there. Besides, the airships won’t attack. They might be too many important people inside the building. They’ll send in ground troops, though. That could be a problem.”

      “That man a coward,” Wil said. “He liable to kill her anyhow.” She grumbled under her breath. “Damned fool-ass white people.”

      “Gentry isn’t going to kill her,” Kane said. “He wants to torment me. It’s no fun to him unless he can string it out. It’s a game for him. We go in, wipe out his troops, and I go up alone.”

      “You a damn fool just for that.”

      Kane shook his head.

      “If I come with someone else, it’s someone else he can kill. I’m not willing to risk that.”

      Kane scanned the building. He saw Tabitha’s aura in the topmost office overlooking the city. He made to zoom his sight in, try to make sure she was okay, see more than just the blob of an aura glowing behind the concrete and steel.

      “Just got the signal from Cybil,” Chris said in Kane’s hearing. “We’re a go.”

      Kane looked away from Tabitha’s aura and focused on the small group of soldiers at the rear entrance of the building.

      “Five at the rear,” he said. “First group move in.”

      Chris nodded and motioned his group forward. Three of them emerged from the dark. The troops spun to fire, but the Magicians were quicker. They spread out, blasts aimed. The soldiers took aim, bunched up. Chris sent a bolt of lightning at the water at their feet. The soldiers jarred and jumped, collapsed in a pile as the metal armor suits began to melt together.

      “Rear group down,” Chris said, looking up in Kane’s direction and giving him a thumbs up.

      “Groups two and three at the same time,” Kane said. “Move up. Rear group split and flank.”

      Kane inhaled slowly, let the breath out. It was time.

      “Give the signal.”

      Chris motioned to his people, then raised his hands to the sky as Kane killed his spell. His sight went to normal. A bolt a lightning crossed the sky. He looked down, saw the streets begin to fill with Revolutionaries and Police officers. Hundreds of uniforms, hundreds of civilians, all marching on City Hall. Cybil was at the forefront, Hoyle walking next to her.

      Kane turned to Wilhelmina and nodded.

      “It’s time.”

      She nodded back, put her hand on his shoulder. He felt the world whip around him like a tornado, then the street under his boots. He saw the army marching toward him. Officers had their guns out, civilians were armed with both firearms and melee weapons. Clubs, baseball bats, planks of wood, rebar, whatever they could get their hands on. Kane fell into step with Cybil. Wil didn’t appear next to him. He saw a green flash from inside the building.

      “The Magicians are in position,” he said.

      “Very good,” Cybil replied. “Be ready, Hoyle. We move in on my word.”

      “It’s risky,” Hoyle said. “A lot of us might die tonight.”

      Cybil kept her eyes straight as she spoke to him, her jaw set.

      “It’s a price we all pay in war, Mr. Hoyle. The goal isn’t to go into battle and emerge with no casualties. The goal is to have as few as possible.” She glanced at Kane. “If we die, others will have to move forward. I’m ready. Are you, Mr. Shepherd?”

      Kane shook his head. “Not tonight.”

      She gave him a smirk.

      “Very good.”

      Kane glanced over his shoulder as Ralphie made his way forward. He was unarmed, his dark features hard as he looked at Kane.

      “Good to see you, Ralphie,” Kane said.

      Ralphie grunted. “Not gonna let you have all the fun. Besides, you owe me for your last meal.”

      Kane laughed. “We’ll settle up after the war.”

      The Special Forces troops in front of them stood to attention. The lead officer stepped up front as Cybil held her hand up, signaling to the militia to halt.

      “Okay,” Kane said to her. “Your show.”

      Cybil stepped forward, nodding to the lead officer.

      “I wish to parlay with the commanding officer of this regiment.”

      The lead stepped forward, stopping at least ten feet from her. It was twenty from one army clashing with another. Kane could feel the tension around him, smell the stench of sweat mixing with smoke and ash in the air from parts of the city that burned.

      “I’m in charge,” the officer said through his breathing gear. “I demand you stand down and fall back.”

      “We’ll do no such thing, young man,” Cybil said, sticking her chin out. “This is your warning to step aside. We wish to speak with the government officials, the Oligarchs, on matters concerning the citizens of the Northern Union.”

      The officer looked out over the crowd.

      “You will all stand down now or we will kill you. That is your first warning.”

      Cybil stood her ground. Kane heard a few mumblings from the Revolution. He smiled. They weren’t mumblings of fear.

      They were ready for a fight.

      The officer kept his goggled stare on Cybil, speaking again, his voice louder.

      “You will all stand down now, or we will kill you. This is your second warning.”

      Cybil pulled her revolver from the holster at her hip.

      “Then I guess we’d best not get to three.”

      She took aim and fired, the shot echoing in the street. The soldier fell, his helmet split open, his brains scattered as he hit the ground. There was a moment of stunned silence. The Special Forces army stared, some of them shaking as Cybil held the still smoking gun into the air and shouted at the top of her lungs.

      “Move in!”

      The roar of the Revolution was deafening as the army advanced forward. Gunshots rang out from the Special Forces. Kane cast his shield spell as large as he could muster, covering most of the people around him. Others fell under the hailstorm while the Revolution returned fire. Kane killed the spell and hurled fireballs at the Special Forces, blasted holes in the front steps and sent troops flying. He saw Cybil standing in the middle, her revolver aimed, each shot precise as bullets flew around her, from both sides, missing her by a breath. The Revolution kept moving in, and the Special Forces shouted as they moved in. Cybil stood her ground. The armies clashed in the front courtyard of City Hall. Kane flung fireballs, ducked as a trooper swung his gun at him like a club, sent a fireball into the soldier’s chest. He heard a high-pitched shout, turned and saw Ralphie charging towards a group of troops making their way towards Kane, their blunderbusses aimed. Ralphie grabbed the first one, picked him up by the arm and torso, and swung him at the others, bludgeoning them down. One jumped on his back. He dropped the injured solider, grabbed his passenger by the head, and yanked him over his shoulder, slamming him to the ground and kicking him in the head as he spoke.

      “Rides ain’t free, bitch!”

      “Kane!”

      Kane whipped around at the sound of Cybil’s voice. She was grappling with a soldier, a large knife gripped in one of his hands and aimed down at her skull. Kane rushed in, slammed his shoulder into the man and sent him down. Cybil recovered, took aim, and sent a round into the soldier’s helmet.

      “Thank you,” Cybil said as casually as she might have said if Kane had handed her the daily paper.

      Kane focused his voice as another trooper charged him.

      “Chris, do you need a fucking invitation?!”

      He blasted the trooper with a fireball as more blasts filled the air from the direction of City Hall. The Special Forces moved to return fire in surprise but were overtaken by the officers and civilians in the Revolution. Kane heard more shots coming at them, saw Special Forces troops flooding the area from different streets. They were followed by more people, all shouting and chasing after them. The air was hot with gunfire and magic as civilians closed in and attacked, Special Forces soldiers retaliating against the mob.

      “Shepherd!” Hoyle shouted. “Move in! Now’s the time!”

      Kane looked at City Hall as the battle raged around him.

      “I can’t,” he said. “There’s no path!”

      Ralphie moved up next to him.

      “You gotta stop thinkin’ too much,” he said, clicking his tongue at him. “Ask for help sometime, Kane.”

      Kane motioned to the fighting in front of him.

      “Do you mind?”

      Ralphie grinned, hunched down, and charged. Troops went flying, Revolutionaries and police officers leapt aside as the black man hurtled through the crowd, Kane close behind him. Chris and his Magicians flooded the front steps, firing on the soldiers as Kane and Ralphie made their way up.

      Ralphie turned to Kane and gave him a salute.

      “Your party now.”

      “Thanks,” Kane said.

      Ralphie took off at a run and dove back into the fight, swinging and grappling with any Special Forces troop he got near.

      Kane went to Chris.

      “Time to go in. Blow it.”

      Chris yelled to the Magicians. They all turned to the front entrance. Kane joined them, a fireball charging in his hands. He filled his lungs, then gave the order.

      “Fire!”

      Front doors caved under the magic blasts, glass and steel shattering, stone crumbling, blowing out into the vast front area. Kane saw Wilhelmina standing amongst the rubble, her hands on her hips.

      “I don’t like waitin’, Kane Shepherd,” she said.

      Kane looked at Chris.

      “Help Cybil and Hoyle get in here and get this area secure.”

      Chris looked at Kane.

      “Are you sure you want to go alone?”

      “No choice,” Kane said. “He’ll kill her.”

      Chris put his hand out. Kane shook it.

      “Good luck,” said the newsie. “And I get the scoop.”

      Kane went to Wilhelmina.

      “Where are they?”

      “They on the top, like you said,” Wil said. “But them old white men y’all don’t like here, too. Holed up in they little chamber where they make them laws.”

      Kane blinked. As far as they’d figured, the Oligarchs would’ve taken to their airships and fled.

      Kane started to speak, but an explosion rattled the floor beneath his feet. He tackled Wil to the ground, covered her body with his as debris rained down on them. He looked up as the front archway collapsed. Another grenade rolled in. Chris stepped forward and kicked it across the lobby. It was yards away before it blew, the column nearby shattering from the force of the blast. Kane helped Wil to her feet as the battle outside began to fill the great hall. He pulled her along with him, heading towards the large staircase that led to the second floor balcony, took the steps two at a time with Wil close behind. Fewer gunshots sounded out. The ammunition was running low. Kane stopped and looked down at the chaos. Those armed with guns had turned them around and were beating each other with them. Cybil marched forward, the fighters clearing the way as she made for the stairs.

      “Cybil,” Kane said, focusing his voice. “The main chamber. They’re here.”

      “Kane?!” Cybil said. She looked up at him. “Rioters from all over the city are coming here. So are Special Forces. We can’t keep this up.”

      “Take the chamber.”

      She shook her head.

      “Place is a safe room,” she said. “That’s why they’re in there. There’s no way we’d get in.”

      Kane looked at Wil. She grinned at him.

      “Leave that to me. Go kill that Euro-man.”

      Kane looked back down at Cybil. She gave the thumbs up as the skirmish moved towards her. Kane shouted as she was swallowed into the fight. He saw Hoyle and Ralphie barrel in, saw the crowd of soldiers mowed down with Cybil in the middle, a large knife brandished in her hand. Wil threw something down into the crowd. Something screeching and furry. The possum grew into its larger form, the monster going after Special Forces troops as they screamed in panic. It pounced on one, mauled him in seconds before moving to the next.

      “Git!” Wil said, shoving Kane. “We’ve got this. Go!”

      Kane took off towards the nearest elevator. He turned the corner, the elevator at the end of a corridor. A guard stepped out, dressed in police blues, a cross tattoo on his hand.

      “Hold it,” he said, pointing a Tommy gun at him.

      Kane hurled a fireball, grabbed the Tommy gun as the man went down. The elevator chimed just before the doors exploded outwards. Kane caught it full, the force throwing him back, bits of metal and wood burying themselves into his flesh. He hit the floor and rolled, his ears ringing from the blast. He got his feet underneath him, stood, his body aching and bloody. He looked back at the sound of the fight in the main area, thought about the elevator on the other side. It was likely also rigged to blow.

      He focused his voice.

      “Wil,” he said. “I need your help.”

      “Little busy here, boy,” Wil snapped. Kane heard the sound of something snapping, a man’s scream cut short. “The hell you want?”

      “The elevators are rigged,” he said.

      He heard her huff.

      “Take the stairs, lazy ass.”

      “Not enough time.”

      Wil appeared in front of him. She looked him up and down.

      “All dressed up just for me?”

      “Top floor,” he said. “Straight up. I can find the office from there.”

      Wil rolled her eyes.

      “White men,” she muttered. “Always gotta be on top.” She raised her hand. Kane blinked as a force grabbed him, tightened around his gut. He sucked in a breath and looked around at the offensive silence that now surrounded him. The hall was dark, only one or two gas lights giving the area a blue hue.

      Which way? He’d never been inside City Hall beyond the bottom floors. He knew the office was on top. He’d seen drawings hanging in the lower offices while he’d been filing paperwork during his move to the city years ago.

      But that was all he knew.

      “The damage you’ve caused downstairs will be substantial to repair. Millions. Pity.”

      Kane jarred at the sound of Gentry’s voice floating around him in the corridor. He tried the nearest door. Opened it. The office was small, empty.

      Gentry’s voice came back.

      “Not quite.”

      Kane tried another door. Another office. Also empty. Who would these offices have belonged to?

      “Another incorrect choice. My, but she is getting skittish.”

      Anger welled in Kane as he kicked in the next door.

      “Warmer, Mr. Shepherd.”

      Kane wheeled around, stared into the darkness.

      “Where the hell are you?!”

      “Up.” He heard Gentry chuckle. “Further up. A floor. But do hurry. I fear the excitement may cause me to act earlier than anticipated, and I do wish you to see what I’ve in store.”

      Kane ran down the hall, the door at the end marked “Stairs” coming up on him quickly. He shoulder-checked the door open and found himself in a stairwell. The floor was unfinished concrete, the gas and water pipes on the wall barely visible in the low light from the hallway. Kane cast his Ethereal Sight. The stairs leading up had been collapsed.

      “Oh, dear,” Gentry said in the air, mocking. “I neglected to mention that. My mistake.”

      The landing above was still intact. Kane moved to the stair rail, saw that they were still connected. He found his footing and began to climb.

      “I never figured you for a cheat, Mr. Shepherd.”

      The railing shook, a cold wind filling the shaft as Kane held on. The steel shuttered underneath him, breaking loose from the concrete. He kicked off and reached out for the ledge as the railing and remains of the staircase gave out, falling down into the dark pit below, smashing into lower levels. The stairwell filled with dust. Kane coughed, slipped, and found his grip again as he almost went down after the stairs. He put his foot against the wall, began to pull himself up, his muscles aching, his injuries burning. His hands were wet from the blood, his grip slippery. He reached up, grabbed the second rung on the upper railing, pushed off from the wall and hoisted himself up onto his knee on the edge of the upper landing.

      “Very good, Mr. Shepherd,” Gentry’s voice said. “I would’ve been disappointed had you fallen to your death.”

      “Yeah, I’ll bet,” Kane said, straining as he climbed over the rail. “Would you’ve sung at my funeral?”

      “Not much of a singer, I’m afraid,” Gentry said. “But Miss Drake, here, has a lovely singing voice. Listen.”

      Kane’s blood rand cold at the sound of Tabitha’s screaming, the sound pained and horrified. His chest hurt, his stomach pitted in a knot.

      “Such a lovely tone,” Gentry said as Tabitha’s scream faded.

      Kane charged a fireball and blew the stairwell door open. He ran down the dark corridor, the walls bare except for the sconces on either side, each one holding a low, blue flame. He saw the door at the end in his Sight, grit his teeth as he muttered the counterspell.

      “Visus Mortalis!”

      He charged another fireball and flung it, the blast lighting up the hall as the door blew off the hinges. Kane was in the office before the last piece of wood hit the floor. He stopped, the light brighter than he’d expected, warm and reddish orange from the chandelier above. The carpet was deep red, the round room sparse except for a few large easy chairs in front of a grand fireplace. Kane saw Tabitha sitting in one, her arms and legs tied in place. He went to her, his rage building as he saw the stab wound in her shoulder, her arm soaked in blood. She was breathing frantically, muttering in Icelandic.

      “Óðinn langt-flækingur, veita mér visku, hugrekki, og sigur. Vinur Thor, veita mér styrk. Og báðir með mér.”

      Her strength prayer.

      Kane looked up and ahead, past a large and ornate desk. The main back wall of the office one large window overlooking the city. Pillars of smoke floated upwards, airships moving into position to fight the fires as others made their way towards the edge of the city. Another airship, a Special Forces Gunner, lumbered by the tower. Kane could see the Battle Cruiser over Hidden Valley in the distance.

      “You’re mine, you son of a bitch,” Kane said to the figure that stood at the window with his hands behind his back. “Time to end this.”

      Gentry looked over his shoulder, smiling as he held up the large knife dripping with Tabitha’s blood.

      “Actually,” he said, his tone that hateful, condescending purr Kane hated so much. “This is very much the beginning.”
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      Kane stood tall and put himself between Tabitha and Gentry. The evil bastard grinned as he turned away and looked back out the window, lowering the knife down by his side, blood dripping onto the carpet. Tabitha whimpered in pain behind Kane, still muttering her prayer.

      “Óðinn langt-flækingur, veita mér visku, hugrekki, og sigur. Vinur Thor, veita mér styrk. Og báðir með mér.”

      “I’m surprised that you haven’t moved yet,” Gentry said. “I would’ve expected an immediate attack.”

      “I’m also sure that you’ve got something in store for me if I try something stupid,” Kane said.

      Gentry nodded.

      “Quite astute,” he said. “But I assure you: we are the only ones up here. No tricks. No traps. Just us.”

      Kane shrugged.

      “Sounds good.” He made to lunge at Gentry. Gentry turned and growled something in Icelandic. The knife flew from his hand, past Kane, and stopped in mid-flight, its point aimed true at Tabitha’s heart as it hovered in place. Her eyes went panicked, stared down at the knife, then up at Kane.

      Kane rounded back on Gentry.

      “You piece of shit,” he said through grit teeth.

      “Now, now, Mr. Shepherd,” Gentry said, wagging his finger at Kane as if he were a parent scolding a child. “I said we were alone. I did not, however, say that I wasn’t prepared. You make the wrong move, and that blade will end her life.” Gentry’s grin broadened. “And the life of your child.” He nodded at the dark fireplace. “If you would?”

      Kane conjured a fireball in his hand. He fought down the urge to hurl it at Gentry. He was controlling that knife with the wind. He didn’t need to look at Tabitha. He’d seen the tip of the blade staining the front of her shirt with small droplets of blood. He thrust his hand out. The fireball shot into the fireplace, the logs catching instantly.

      “Much better,” Gentry said. He motioned to one of the chairs as he made his way to a wet bar that was located by the fireplace. “Do sit. Brandy?”

      “I’ll stand, and no.”

      Gentry shrugged.

      “Do as you wish. It doesn’t matter.” He popped open the bottle of brandy and poured himself a glass. “You’ve lost.”

      “The Revolution is storming the building right now,” Kane said. “They know where the Oligarchs are hiding. They’ll be up here shortly. Doesn’t sound like much of a loss to me.”

      Gentry chuckled.

      “No, my friend, I concede that your Revolution was a much stronger army than the Special Forces anticipated.” He swirled the brandy in the glass, looking down at it as he spoke. “No, as far as the Oligarchs, you are quite right. The Revolution is victorious. The city is yours. Very likely, the country.” He looked up at Kane. “But you? Simply walking into this office is your defeat. And no one in this building, in this city, is going to live to celebrate the victory downstairs.”

      Kane blinked. He glanced around. Was there a trap? Had Gentry lied?

      Nothing. There was really nowhere to hide in the office.

      Gentry stepped up to the fireplace, picked up a poker, and used it to shift the burning logs around.

      “You see, Mr. Shepherd, I…how do I put this in a way you can understand?” He looked at Kane and grinned. “I don’t give a shit about the Oligarchy. Or their money.” He set the poker down, the end still in the fire. His eyes flashed as he spoke, his expression excited. “But power? Now there’s something worth the effort. True, raw, unopposed power.”

      “What, because you’re a Magician?” Kane said. “So are we. Big deal.”

      Gentry chuckled as he pulled something out of his coat pocket and dropped it on the desk. Not one thing. Pieces. Parts.

      Tabitha’s amulet.

      “Oh, I assure you it is a big deal,” Gentry said. “You see, unlike previous generations, I’ve become a master at a certain kind of spell. The killing spell. Nothing remotely like the more barbaric methods you and Miss Drake have used with your powers. I’m talking about a true killing spell. A spell that literally steals the life from a person. Takes the soul right out of the body, the heart stopping immediately. No blood. No violence. Only death.” He stepped towards Kane, still kept his distance. “I’ve been hard at work on growing the spell. Changing it. Making it more powerful. But there was always so much to do in the meantime, and I needed to keep more wary eyes diverted. That was why I needed the Oligarchs, why I helped put them in absolute power. Enforced their laws. Carried out their dirty work. And then you came along, and things got difficult for me to maintain my secrecy. The Mors Rebrum had one job: draw you away from me and kill you. She came to me with the idea, actually. Sought me out. I was impressed with Miss Broussard.” Gentry sighed. “Little did I know that she happened to be your long-lost childhood love. She was a tad conflicted. Oh well. She got what she deserved.”

      Kane clenched his fists, the cuts from where he’d dug into his hands with his fingernails earlier reopened.

      “Then there was the Revolution,” Gentry continued, turning and walking back to the window, his drink still in his hand. “And there you were, an integral part of this uprising! Dr. Jones trusted you implicitly. What better way to combat this Revolution quietly than to have it crumble from the inside? My son, Richard, had the idea to curse you.” He looked over his shoulder. “And you killed him.”

      “With pleasure,” Kane said. “Fed his ass into the incinerator on Bill’s ship, myself.”

      Gentry sighed, took a sip of his brandy.

      “Did you know that General Sherman had very specific orders when he proposed to burn the South during the Civil War?” He turned away from the window and faced Kane.

      Kane shrugged. “Don’t really give a shit.”

      “You see,” Gentry continued as if Kane hadn’t spoken. “He was given free reign to burn Atlanta, Columbia, any city or town he came across. Except Charleston. That one city was to be spared. It was a moral decision, you see. It was the port city. The people living there abandoned the city when they learned of his approach. The Union army felt that burning an undefended, abandoned city, leaving so many homeless, would be an act of cruelty.” He gave a small laugh. “Morality. Morality makes a man weak. It causes mistakes. Errors in judgement.”

      “Yak, yak, yak,” Kane said. “Never known you to talk this damned much.”

      “Oh, there’s a reason,” Gentry said. “Because, while you were in the South running from the destruction, I came across a vital discovery in my research. As it turned out, I needed you.”

      “For what?”

      “My killing spell.” Gentry started walking towards Kane slowly as he spoke. “The killing spell. You see, it’s not enough to kill one man. Anyone can kill one man. It doesn’t give you power over the masses. Just that one man. But kill fifty men. A hundred. A thousand. All in one go.” He raised his glass as if giving a toast. “There, dear friend, is where the true power lies.”

      Kane heard Tabitha sob behind him. He glanced down at her. Her shoulder was bleeding badly. The knife still floated in front of her chest. She looked up at him.

      “You shouldn’t have come here, Kane,” she said in a terrified voice. “You should’ve let me die.”

      “The spell I’m building is the ultimate spell,” Gentry said. “Every Magician, every man, woman, and child in the city, all of them dead in one fell swoop.”

      Kane looked back at Gentry.

      “Then what?” he said, letting the sarcasm in his tone fly. “You’re gonna rule over an empty city? Bravo. What an accomplishment.”

      “The rest of the country would be free of the Oligarchy,” Gentry said. “And, to avoid the same fate, the country will simply pledge loyalty to me.” He smiled. “Fealty, as it were.”

      “That’s it?” Kane said. “You want to ‘rule the world?’ All of this is for some megalomaniac bullshit fantasy you’ve got? I expected more from you, Gentry.”

      Gentry glared at Kane.

      “I’ll make this easy on you, Mr. Shepherd.” He turned and strode over to the desk. He opened a drawer and pulled Kane and Tabitha’s Grimoires from the drawer, setting them down on top. “I require you to turn your power over to me to complete the spell.”

      “And Tabitha?” Kane said. “She has to do the same thing?”

      Gentry smiled.

      “That’s the wonderful part of all of this,” he said. “With her carrying your child, you both are bound. You now carry power over her Grimoire.” He ran his hand over the two books. “I would have the power of three Magicians added to my own. You can also turn her power over to me. All it requires is your blood. Willingly.”

      “Fuck you,” Kane said. “You had to know I’d never agree to that.”

      Gentry nodded and walked away from the desk, approaching Kane as he spoke.

      “I am fully aware,” he said. “And I would’ve asked her to do the same, but then I wouldn’t have gotten you here. That, and she cannot totally concede to me. Her unborn child is part of her, a separate will, and would also have to consciously give the power over to me. We both know that is an impossibility. You are the only one who can do it. But you, Mr. Shepherd,” Gentry shook his finger at Kane. “You require a certain level of convincing. That’s why I stabbed poor Miss Drake in the shoulder. Why I have my knife inches from her heart.” He waved his hand, and Kane flew off his feet and landed on the floor several feet away. He rolled onto his side and looked up as Gentry pulled the knife out of the air. “But I cannot kill her. Just as I cannot kill you. I need you both alive for the books to be turned over to me.” Gentry reached down and touched Tabitha’s hand. She tried to recoil, but the handcuffs held her in place. Gentry grabbed her hand, balled her fingers up save for the smallest. He held the hand down against the chair arm as he looked at Kane. “But I can break you, Mr. Shepherd. I can break your spirit. Make you do as I ask simply to end her suffering.” He smiled at Tabitha. “I’ve always found ‘piece-by-piece’ the best way to go.”

      “No!” Tabitha cried out. “No, please!”

      Kane got to his feet, called out for Gentry to stop. It happened too quickly. The knife was in the air, coming down, the loud sound of metal cutting into wood. Tabitha screamed, the sound shrill and pained as she writhed against her bindings.

      Gentry knelt down and picked up the severed finger. He looked at it, his expression thoughtful, then turned his gaze to Kane.

      “This is a good place to start,” he said. “Don’t you agree, Mr. Shepherd?” He grinned as he turned and threw the finger into the fireplace.

      The world was a blur. Kane tried to hear, but it all sounded as if he was under water. His vision was red, his breaths quick, his skin hot. Every muscle in his body moved at once. Gentry didn’t have time to turn around before Kane was on top of him, pulling him to the floor. Gentry tried to fight back, but Kane maneuvered himself on top of the commissioner. He started swinging, bringing his fists down on Gentry’s face over and over, hitting harder. Harder. He wanted to hear it, the sound of Gentry’s skull breaking, see his brains fall out onto the floor. Tabitha screamed.

      He didn’t need the Wendigo. He would kill Gentry with his bare hands.

      He grinned as he kept pummeling Gentry.

      A blast of wind knocked him off the commissioner. Kane got back to his feet as Gentry rose, his face bruised and bleeding, twisted in anger and shock.

      “You bastard,” Gentry said. “You’re supposed to break, damn you! Beg me to stop her pain!” He reached down and squeezed Tabitha’s wounded hand, blood flowing between his fingers. She shrieked as Gentry screamed at Kane. “Beg!”

      Kane rushed him again, grabbed him, tried to sling him into the fireplace. Gentry was fast, strong, this time grabbing Kane’s arm and kicking out at his ribs. Kane staggered back, let Gentry go. He conjured a fireball and slung it at Gentry. The commissioner ducked, used a gust of wind to hurl one of the chairs at Kane. It connected, and Kane went down, the chair splintering under the force. Kane got back up. His arm. Was it broken?

      No.

      He rushed Gentry again, this time shouting a spell.

      “Ethereal incindio!”

      A stream of fire shot from Kane’s hand. Gentry dove to the side as the fire hit the wall, the wood starting to burn instantly. He trained the fire after Gentry, keeping it going, the hot napalm burning as it went. Flames rose, engulfed the walls. The floor started to smoke. Kane stopped the spell as Gentry went for the desk.

      For the Grimoires.

      Kane ran at him, tackled him as he reached for the books. Gentry swung. Kane staggered slightly, stunned. Gentry made for the books again. Kane kicked at him. He spun, turned the desk over as Gentry went down.

      “No!” Gentry said.

      “Yup,” Kane said as he kicked at Gentry’s head. Gentry ducked, caught Kane’s leg, and lifted, sending Kane onto his back. He reached down and held his hand out over Kane’s face.

      “Næturkvilli!”

      Kane felt the breath begin to leave his body, felt it blowing out through his nose and mouth as if Gentry was pulling the air right out of his lungs. He began to feel lightheaded, his vision darkening.

      “You were my lion,” Gentry said, his voice hoarse. “My greatest triumph. I will kill you, Mr. Shepherd. And I will find someone else. You’ve caused me enough trouble.”

      Kane could barely hear him, his body growing weaker with every second. He heard Tabitha shout something. Heard an explosion. Cold. Bitter, hateful cold. He felt Gentry lift off of him, felt his own body fly through the air as he gasped in the cold air. It felt as if his lungs had. Kane slammed into the corner next to the window-wall, the cold making his pain worse. He tried to move, his joints and muscles were stiff and sore, the cuts on his body stinging, the blood drying while fresh blood pooled in his mouth. He’d cut his cheek on his own teeth when Gentry had hit him. He shook his head and got to his feet, pushing back against the pain. Gentry was on the opposite side of the room, his body still, his suit tattered, the torn spots frosted over. The blast had put the fire out, the blackened and charred wood wet where the ice was melting.

      Kane looked up as Tabitha stood, the frozen handcuffs and rope crumbling away. Her eyes were wide, her lip trembling as she looked around at the partially frozen, destroyed office. She held up her bleeding hand, her eyes locked on the stump that used to be a finger.

      “K…Kane…?” she said, her voice airy and panicked as she began to shake.

      Kane went to her, pulled off one of his tattered shirt sleeves and began to wrap it around the hand.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “We’ll get it healed. Let me get the Grimoires.”

      She nodded, pulling her hand close to her, wincing in pain. Kane went to the toppled desk and picked up the two books. He looked around, saw Tabitha’s satchel tossed in a corner. He picked it up and packed the two books inside, went back to her.

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      She nodded.

      “What about Gentry?”

      “I think you killed him in that blast.”

      Kane felt like he’d been kicked in the stomach as Gentry’s voice purred at him from the window.

      “I believe you’ve thought wrong, Mr. Shepherd.”

      Kane spun and hurled a charged fireball at him. Gentry muttered a spell and vanished, the fireball hitting the window at full force. The sound of the glass wall shattering was deafening, the glass blowing outward into the city, burning chunks raining out and down. The wind whipped into the office, loud and cool. Kane saw the airships in the distance battling. One fired its cannons and sent a gunner ship burning to the streets.

      An airship on our side? Kane thought.

      It was only a second. It was all Gentry needed.

      “You’ve grown boring, Mr. Shepherd. It’s time we ended this.”

      Kane slung Tabitha out of the way as a blast of wind slapped into him, Gentry’s growled spell riding on the gale as Kane was lifted off of his feet. Flung backwards. The floor passing underneath him. The desk. The walls. The ledge.

      Outside. He was outside and falling. He was going to die.

      The wind was knocked out of him, the stop hitting him hard. He rolled across the rounded surface, stopped himself, looked up. He saw gray, saw the turbines on the sides, the roar accompanied by the whine of spinning gears and a shaft that probably could use some oil.

      “Mr. Shepherd?”

      Dead. He was dead. Kane had died. That voice. He knew it. Only being dead could explain it.

      “Farnsworth?” he said, focusing his voice into the ship, at the Captain’s bridge.

      “Hope I wasn’t too late,” Farnsworth barked. “Looks like I’ve already missed some of the fight!”

      “You–you’re dead.”

      He heard Farnsworth laugh.

      “Nothing rum can’t fix! Captain Bill, sir! Make ready!”

      Kane heard Bill’s voice.

      “Aye, Captain!”

      “No!” Kane shouted, getting to his feet. “Tabitha!”

      Kane heard Farnsworth’s shouts to hold deaden under the sound of a gale of wind as Gentry appeared on top of the airship across from Kane. His face was bleeding, his nose red with frostbite from Tabitha’s blast. Kane felt cold next to him, looked to see Tabitha appear on his left.

      “Now, Farnsworth!” Kane shouted.

      Tabitha looked at him.

      “Farnsworth?!”

      Kane grabbed her and pulled her down as the airship lurched away from the tower. Gentry lost his footing, going down as the ship turned and started towards the shipyards. A Special Forces gunner pulled alongside Farnsworth’s airship. Kane saw cannons on the gunner aimed directly at them.

      “No!” Kane said, standing, pulling Tabitha up with him. He waved at the gunner. “Stop!”

      Farnsworth’s cannons bellowed, cannonballs smashing into the Gunner. She returned fire, the air and all three Magicians went down as drillers flew wide, the Gunner lurching from the impact of Farnsworth’s lead storm. Kane looked up from his position next to Tabitha, saw Gentry rise to his feet. The commissioner looked at the Gunner ship as if it were an annoying pest.

      “You’re not helping,” he said. “Næturbrjóst!”

      Gentry held his hands out, the howling wind coming from him and hitting the enemy airship hard. The gale blew the ship to the side, crewmen hanging onto railing and taglines for dear life. Others not lucky enough to find a grip fell to the streets below.

      The cannons below barked again, and the Gunner went down to the streets in a blaze of raining debris and crewmen. Kane and Tabitha got up. Tabitha planted her feet and glared at Gentry.

      “Draugalega Frosti!”

      She hurled an ice spear at the commissioner. He sidestepped it, growled a spell, and sent it back at her. Kane blasted it out of the air and countered with a fireball. Tabitha threw another spear. Gentry blew them both away and grinned at Kane, wagging a finger at him.

      “Two on one? I thought better of you, Mr. Shepherd. So unfair.” His grin turned sinister as he fixed his gaze on Tabitha. “Shall we even the odds?” He flung his hand out. A force of wind swept at them, and Tabitha was in the air, suspended. Gentry waved his hand, and she went down the side of the airship and onto the rear fin next to the right turbine. The air vacuum from the rotor pulled at her, and Kane could hear her scream over the loud machine as she sailed towards it. She screamed something and teleported to the fin, but the winds were too much and she slipped, hanging from the edge, her feet free over the city below.

      “No!” Kane shouted. “Ethereal petulans!” He thrust his hand out, saw the red tendril shoot down at the wing and hit the surface. He jumped off the side of the ship and swung down. He kept his eyes on Tabitha as he swung through the air, gained speed as he dropped. The Ethereal Tether yanked him up, and he was flying at Tabitha’s dangling form. Closer. Closer.

      She fell.

      Kane reached for her as she went past, grabbed her injured hand. She screamed, both pain and terror as he pulled her up, her blood making his grip slick. They were still swinging, moving up. Up. She slipped out of his grip. He called to her as she dropped. Tabitha screamed until she landed squarely on the fin next to the turbine. Kane pulled at the tether again, his body jerking as it yanked him down to the fin. He hit hard, felt his shoulder shift and pop, the pain white hot.

      Tabitha went to him, tried to speak. Gentry appeared behind her, pulled her off of Kane and flung her back towards the ship as if she weighed nothing. Kane looked up at him as the bastard grabbed him by the shirt and lifted him.

      “How?” Kane managed, struggling against Gentry’s grip.

      “You are much larger than I when it comes to stature,” Gentry said. “In quite good shape! But I’m much older than you, Mr. Shepherd. In fact, I’m over one hundred years old. Remember: we age slower.” He threw Kane against the side of the turbine housing, was on him again, lifting him by the throat. He put his face close to Kane’s. “I’m older than you. I’m more powerful than you. And I will end you!” Gentry hefted Kane and threw him off the fin. Kane went sailing into the air, felt the pull of the turbine, saw the spinning blades coming at him.

      He felt something in his hand. The tether spell. It was still active.

      It all happened within a breath, though it seemed like hours. Kane thrust his hand out, sent the tether at Gentry. Kane yanked, and Gentry came flying at him. They collided, both of them heading into the turbine. Kane felt the air forced out of him, his back pressed against the steel girders that guarded the propeller. Kane wrapped his arms and legs around Gentry. Gentry fought against him, tried to break free. The noise from the turbine made Kane’s ears feel as if they would rupture, the force of the air it was pulling in pressing him hard against the beams. Kane reached into Gentry’s coat pocket, his hand closing around something small. Warm.

      Gentry looked in Kane’s eyes.

      “You’ll kill me,” he said. “You’ll be a murderer.”

      Kane stared back at him.

      “I’ll sing at your funeral.”

      Gentry laughed.

      “We’re alike, Mr. Shepherd. We both do what it takes to get the job done.”

      Kane nodded.

      “Glad we agree on something.”

      Kane pulled the amulet out of Gentry’s pocket and threw it into the turbine. Gentry hefted to the side, rolled. Kane found himself underneath Gentry. He grunted, his breathing rapid as the commissioner pushed his head towards the spinning blades. Kane drove his elbow into Gentry’s face over and over, kicked out from behind. His foot connected with Gentry’s knee. Kane felt Gentry’s grip loosen, the man screaming as the wind from the turbines pulled him in. He held fast to the beam, his feet lopped off by the blur of steel behind him. He pulled himself closer to the beam, wrapped his arms around it, his eyes wide with pain and panic.

      Kane moved as Gentry reached for him. The turbines roared louder, and Kane heard Tabitha screaming his name. He felt Gentry’s hand close on his pants leg, felt him try to pull himself forward.

      Never free, Kane thought. No peace.

      Kane jerked his leg out of Gentry’s grip. He reared up, and kicked at the commissioner’s arms and hands.

      “Let…go…you son of a bitch!”

      Gentry shouted, his grip loosening with each blow. Kane couldn’t make himself stop. He couldn’t stop. He kicked. Over and over. Gentry held fast. He looked up at Kane and smiled.

      “Murderer,” he mouthed.

      Kane rammed his boot in Gentry’s face. Again. Again. He heard himself shouting with each kick. “Die! Die! Die!” The last kick was met with Gentry’s head whipping back at a sickening angle. He finally let go of the beam and was sucked into the turbine. Kane watched his body disintegrate, blood spraying the inside of the engine as Gentry was torn to gory shreds in front of him.

      The turbine began to slow, the wind growing weaker. Kane pulled himself away from the beam and climbed out of the turbine as the ship lowered. He saw a hand reach for him, saw wisps of blonde hair. He grabbed the hand and held tight as Tabitha shouted her travel spell.

      The hull came at him and he hit the deck hard at a roll. He heard two men give a shout, another three coming to his and Tabitha’s aid. Kane was on his feet, pushing them aside as he pulled Tabitha to him, checking her for injuries. She was weak, but the bleeding had stopped for the most part. Her head lolled as she went limp in his arms.

      She’d been casting without her amulet. The spell had cost her.

      He looked at the crewmen.

      “Medical,” he said. “Where’s medical?”

      “We’ll get her there, sir,” one of the kids said. “You need it, too.”

      Kane’s aches and pains returned as he began to relax. He looked up at the captain, his mind reeling at what he was seeing.

      “Welcome aboard, Mr. Shepherd,” Farnsworth said, his deep baritone carrying all over the bridge as he gripped the large helm. “I believe you’ve seen better days!”
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        * * *

      

      “She’ll be out for a while,” Kane said, his eyes fixed on Tabitha as she slept on the cot in the medical cabin.

      Farnsworth sighed.

      “I’m just glad that you both are safe.”

      Kane sighed, still watching Tabitha sleep. They’d flown to the hospital in the city in one of the few districts that hadn’t been ravaged in battle. The doctors and nurses had acted quickly, taking Tabitha in and getting her cleaned up and her wounds dressed. Her hand was wrapped where her small finger had been severed, and the stab wound in her shoulder required staples. Kane sent word to Chris to get a Magician there to heal her, but the city was war torn. There was no telling how long it would take for them to get to Chris, let alone get the Magicians who were able back to the hospital. There were still skirmishes going on. Farnsworth and Bill set up guards around the hospital. They weren’t in the warzone, but there was no telling if a fight would break out outside or not.

      Farnsworth placed a hand on Kane’s shoulder.

      “It’s good to see you again, my friend.”

      Kane turned to Farnsworth, suddenly angry.

      “How’d you do it?”

      Farnsworth looked confused.

      “Do what?”

      “I thought you were dead.” He motioned to Tabitha. “We thought you were dead. You, Wilson, Benson, all three of you. We could’ve used you here. You could’ve said something.”

      Farnsworth nodded.

      “I was prepared to die,” he said. “We aimed to draw the Special Forces away from Jimmy Catch’s plantation. Give you and Miss Drake a chance to escape aboard Bill’s ship. Wilson wasn’t having it. We drew their fire. Cannonballs ripped through the bridge. Wilson pushed me loose from the helm. Out the window as the ship started to explode.” A tear ran down the large black man’s face. He looked down, pulling his hat off his head and holding it to his chest. “I landed in a tree. Wilson and Benson went down with the ship.”

      Kane looked away. Wilson. He’d been a good kid. Loyal. Dedicated. And Benson. Kane had only ever had a few interactions with the engineer, but he’d been a good crewman.

      “Jimmy Catch took me in,” Farnsworth said, putting his hat back on. “Nursed me back to health. Bill came along on the next transport. We devised a plan to come help the Revolution.” He motioned to Kane, then to Tabitha. “Help you two. It was always a war worth fighting. And I do not leave people behind.”

      Tabitha moaned in her sleep, shifting slightly under the blankets. Kane went to her, took her uninjured hand in his as he sat down on the stool next to her bed. He pressed the back of her hand to his cheek.

      “And what did it cost?” he asked, looking across her body at her injured hand, then at her stomach, knowing that his child was growing inside. “It almost cost me my family.” He looked up at the captain. “Would it have been worth that?”

      Farnsworth cleared his throat.

      “Commander on deck, Mr. Shepherd.”

      Kane raised an eyebrow and looked over his shoulder to see Cybil standing in the doorway.

      “How is she?” she asked.

      Kane nodded.

      “She’ll be okay. She’s weak, but it’ll pass. Mostly magical fatigue.”

      Cybil breathed out loudly.

      “Oh, my, that is a relief.” She looked at Farnsworth. “You can relax, captain. We’re pretty casual where I come from.”

      Farnsworth loosened up as Cybil walked into the room. She stood at the foot of Tabitha’s bed and smiled.

      “I should wait until she wakes up,” she said. “But I figure she’d rather hear it from you, Kane.”

      “What’s that?” Kane asked.

      Cybil’s smile broadened.

      “It’s over. The war is over. And we’ve won.”
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      The saline in the air and the faint smell of mildew was soothing to Kane’s lungs as he took a deep breath and let it out slowly. The weather had finally begun to cool in the marshlands, the humidity showing mercy on the people who lived there. A Blue Heron honked from its perch in a nearby tree, and the sounds of tools on soil, scythes on crops. Men and women chatting or humming hymns filled the air in a melodic tone of serenity.

      It’d been nine months since the war. Since Tabitha had woken up in the hospital.

      “The fight is over,” Cybil had said to Kane while Tabitha was still asleep. “You homes were destroyed. And I’m sorry. I wish I had better news for you, but Hidden Valley on the whole will have to be rebuilt. Do you have somewhere to go? Somewhere where she can have her baby?”

      Kane looked at her.

      “Not here,” he said. “This isn’t my home. Not anymore.”

      Cybil sighed.

      “People look to you, Kane. They see you as a leader. That’s not something you can just walk away from and be able to look at yourself in the mirror.”

      “What do you suggest, then?” Kane asked.

      “I’m to understand that the past few days have had a major impact in the South. Farnsworth tells me that a man named Jimmy Catch has his own band of rebels down there who could use some help getting things back in order.”

      Kane looked back at Tabitha and shook his head.

      “I can’t fight anymore. I can’t risk her anymore.” He looked back at Cybil. “Or my daughter.”

      Cybil nodded.

      “I understand,” she said. “But you should know that the fighting down there is done. Mr. Catch doesn’t need a warrior. He needs a helping hand.”

      Tabitha woke the next day, and Kane sat down and told her what he and Cybil had spoken about.

      “I liked it down there,” she said, clapping her hands. “Do you think I might be able to try something called ‘biscuits and gravy?’ Ralphie said it’s the one thing he could never get right!”

      Farnsworth took them on a small airship along with supplies for Jimmy Catch’s new plantation in the South Carolina lowlands. The Southern Oligarchs, having been tied so tightly to the North, also fell. Their wealth was destroyed as the money flowing in for resources was depleted immediately with the decimation of the Northern Oligarchy. The economy wasted away, and the old Southern money wasn’t able to hold out. The free people took control again and began to build a new government. The first order was to end the practice of slavery completely. Any plantation caught using slaves would be confiscated and the owners arrested and stripped of their wealth. Jimmy Catch formed a group of volunteers that had the goal of rebuilding the South, starting with a ruined plantation that had great potential to supply people who’d lost their homes with food and other resources.

      A place once called “Harbor.”

      Kane stepped out of the shack that had been his prison almost a year ago. He’d made a few changes, cut in a window and hung curtains, set up a bed. He’d been able to find a potbellied stove so they could cook, have a heat source once the winter came since they wouldn’t have a proper home for several months. Still, he’d made it livable, and worked daily to make it more comfortable.

      For his wife. For his child.

      “I’m captain of this ship,” Farnsworth said to Kane one night during their voyage. Tabitha had long gone to bed. Kane stayed up to have a whiskey with Farnsworth on the bridge. “I won’t accept no for an answer, lad.”

      Kane looked at him with a raised eyebrow as he took a sip of his whiskey.

      “Are you ordering me, Farnsworth?”

      “Damned right I am, ground hound,” Farnsworth said as he poured himself another glass, his other hand on the helm. “You’ll marry that girl before we land at Jimmy Catch’s, or I’ll leave you to fend for yourself while I whisk her away with my devilish charm and dashing good looks.” He smiled at Kane and winked as he took a drink of his whiskey.

      Kane laughed.

      “Right,” he said. “And who would officiate?”

      Farnsworth tipped his hat.

      “As captain, I have certain privileges and power. And it would be my privilege to marry you and your bonny lass.”

      Tabitha wept through the entire ceremony. Farnsworth asked his engineer to witness while the rest of the crew made do for thirty minutes. They didn’t have anything formal to wear, but it didn’t matter. Kane couldn’t help but smile while she’d stamped her feet rapidly, tears streaming down her cheeks as he made his vows to her. Farnsworth made the final announcement with great relish and grandeur, waving his arms about as he proclaimed them man and wife.

      He made to inform Kane that he could kiss the bride, but Tabitha beat him to it and wrapped her arms around Kane as she kissed him passionately.

      The sun was almost full in the sky, the orange giving way to light blue, the morning air soothing and clean.

      Peace. Kane didn’t know what to do with peace. Even after all this time.

      He looked at the construction going on at what had once been Thaddeus Douglas’s house. Atlanta was in ruin, too far gone to be worth rebuilding. But the wasteland that had once been Charleston held great promise.

      “The ocean,” Catch had said. “Fishing, crabbing, the resources are limitless. Besides, we’ll need a capitol city for the Confederacy.”

      Catch reached out to the newly elected President of the Northern Union for support in the effort to rebuild. Chris responded quickly and amended the arrangement with a proposal to the new Confederate government to reunite the country under its original name: The United States of America.

      Kane went to the chicken coop, gathered four eggs, then made his way to the smokehouse to get bacon to go with his breakfast.

      Antonia nodded as he walked in.

      “You up early again, Kane,” she said as she waved her hand at one of the girls. “Get that man’s bacon, girl. That girl’s gonna be hungry she wakes up. Gotta feed that baby.”

      “Morning, Antonia,” Kane said as Antonia’s girls bustled about the place.

      “I been up all night smokin’ this meat,” Antoina said, wagging her finger at him as she shook her head and smiled. “You better eat every bite.”

      “I’m sure Tabitha will get to it before I do,” Kane said with a chuckle.

      “I don’ know where that girl puts it,” Antonia said, shaking her head. “Then again, the baby probably takin’ all of it anyway.”

      “Probably,” Kane said as one of Antonia’s girls handed him a small package. He thanked her, then waved to Antonia. “Better get this back so I can get it cooking.” He started towards the door.

      “I’m sorry about Sandra, Kane.”

      Kane stopped in the doorway. Things had been different between him and Antonia since New Chicago. Sandra’s betrayal had rocked them both. Neither of them blamed the other, but conversation had been brief between them, formal and polite. There was so much to talk about, and so little that wasn’t about Sandra.

      “It’s not your fault,” Kane said over his shoulder. He turned to her. “Sandra made her choice.”

      Antonia wiped her hands on her apron.

      “She fancied you,” she said. “Told me one night a year ago at least. Seein’ you with Miss Tabitha just hurt too much. And she wanted to protect us, too. All of it made her make a choice she shouldn’t have made.”

      “She wanted to protect her family,” Kane said. “That’s what matters. That’s what’s important.”

      Antonia nodded, wiping away a tear.

      “She was my girl,” she said. “She was a good girl.”

      “And that’s how we’ll remember her,” Kane said. He held up the package. “Thanks for the bacon.”

      He left the smokehouse and made his way back towards the shack, tipping his Stetson to people as he wished them a good morning. The plantation was alive, and work on the new house would start soon. The refugees from Charleston would be flying in from Jimmy Catch’s place in Loganville today. Once they were settled in, volunteers would be tasked to help rebuild. Kane could see the recon group already meeting at the main road as he approached the front of the small building he’d called home for the better part of a year.

      Kane saw Farnsworth step away from the group and walk towards a small patch of land that was surrounded by a fence made of cut tree branches. He stopped at the front of the shack and watched the captain kneel down in front of a group of crosses that had been put in the ground. He saw Farnsworth hunch over, his shoulders moving as he wept. Things had all happened so quickly after they’d fled Charleston. Farnsworth hadn’t had time to grieve for Anderson before losing the rest of his crew. Wilson. Benson.

      Derricks.

      Farnsworth had been put under the influence of Voodoo zombie powder by Thaddeus Douglas’s Hunters and ordered to kill anyone associated with the Revolution. Derricks tried to reason with his cursed captain, and it’d cost him his life before the spell was broken.

      Farnsworth had changed. He’d become more distant since they’d landed, more withdrawn. He put forward his jovial demeanor, but Kane could see the pain behind it.

      Kane picked his pace back up, made his way back to his shack. He opened the door and saw Tabitha up and putting wood in the stove.

      “Hey,” he said, setting the bacon and eggs down on the table as he went to her. He pulled a chair out. “Stop. Let me do that. I didn’t know you’d be up so soon.”

      She smiled at him and stood, putting her hand on her enlarged belly.

      “She heard you,” she said. She winced. “Ow! She kicks when she’s happy, you know.”

      Kane raised an eyebrow.

      “Want me to stop talking?”

      Tabitha grinned. “Could you? It would make the day go by easier!”

      Kane laughed as he helped her to the chair. She winced again.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “She kick you again?”

      “No, that was something else,” Tabitha said. “I’ve had cramps for a few days.” She looked at her amulet on the table. She’d been rebuilding it ever since they’d arrived at Harbor. Casting had become more difficult for her, and she didn’t want to risk harming the baby by casting spells without the trinket.

      “Do you want me to get Wil to look at you?”

      “Nope,” Tabitha said with a wave. “I’m okay.”

      Kane activated his amulet and started a fire in the stove. He took out the cast iron skillet and set the bacon cooking, the smell soon permeating the air.

      “Odin’s Beard, it’s chilly,” Tabitha said, rubbing her arms.

      “It’ll warm up soon,” Kane said. “The stove’s going good, now.”

      Tabitha reached out and touched his arm.

      “Feel how cold I am?”

      Kane looked down, saw the three fingers wrapped around his forearm, the stub on her hand where the fourth finger should’ve been. It was scarred over, the wound healed. He felt his chest tighten, the memory of Gentry cutting her finger off flashing in his mind. Without the finger, the best the Magician healers in New Chicago had been able to do was heal the wound. Tabitha had tried to make light of it, joking that she would only be able to count to nine and a half.

      I could’ve stopped him, Kane said. My fault.

      Another memory came forward. One that had haunted his dreams. Gentry holding on to the beam just before he’d been torn apart by the turbine. Grinning at Kane. Mouthing one word.

      Murderer.

      “Stop that,” Tabitha said. “You’re making that face. I know that face. I don’t like that face.”

      Kane blinked. “What face?”

      She pulled her hand away and held it up.

      “That face you make when you blame yourself for this.”

      Kane looked away.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Sorry.”

      “Thinking about it again?”

      “Yeah.”

      She stood, grunting with the struggle of getting to her feet.

      “Gods, I’m pregnant,” she muttered. She went to Kane and touched his face. “You did what you had to. He would’ve never stopped.” She grinned mischievously. “Besides, locking him up wouldn’t have done any good.”

      Kane raised an eyebrow.

      “How do you figure?”

      She held both hands up.

      “He’d only serve nine years.”

      He shook his head, smiling in spite of himself.

      “You’re not funny.”

      She leaned in and kissed him.

      “But I’m cute. That’s what matte–oh!” She doubled over, staggered. “Ugh! Oh, Gods!

      Kane put the spatula down and helped her sit back down in the chair. She held her stomach as she groaned again.

      “Are you okay?” he said. “What can I do? What’s happening?”

      She looked up at him, her eyes watering as she smiled at him. She put her hand on his cheek, biting her lip as she looked into his eyes, her brilliant blue diamonds making his heart flutter.

      “She’s coming,” Tabitha said. She laughed as tears rolled down her face. “Lily’s coming.”

      

      
        
        The End
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