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CHAPTER ONE

Good friends are hard to find[image: Image]




“PRITHI, I NEED ANOTHER WAY out. And I mean right now.”

I was still for a second, covering my right ear with my hand while I waited for her to respond through a burst of white noise. The interference was being caused by an atmospheric somewhere within the vicinity of the overly sterile hallway I was standing in. I had been doing my best to avoid him for the better part of the last three minutes, not wanting to get close enough for him to steal the air around me or find some other nasty way to see me to my end.

“Prithi,” I repeated.

The noise was too thick. I lowered my hand and reached out to the thread of magic tracing its way from me to my partner in this exercise, a corpse I had named Daisy. I had sent her to the western wing of the research facility while I had headed east. In most circumstances the distance would have been enough to snap the thread of control I held over her soul, called back against its will from the whatever beyond to do my bidding. This wasn’t most circumstances, and I had chosen my ally wisely. 

I found her near the western corner of the facility and smiled. While I was here trying to avoid the weatherman, she was about to drop in on the secure store room through an unguarded air duct.

Mr. Black thought I was beneath re-animating children.

The sad truth was that when it came to staying alive, nothing was beneath me.

I started moving again, turning a corner and staring down yet another long, sterile white corridor. The facility was a hospital. Sort of. Like the way Auschwitz had been a resort. It was the place where Mr. Black kept the dirtiest of his laundry, the stuff even his son might have been disgusted by, or possibly in awe of if I hadn’t already killed him. Not animal experimentation. Human experimentation. Leathers, mainly. He hadn’t given up on reversing the geomagnetic turn that had brought a whole host of new sapiens back to the world. I hadn’t given up on trying to stop him.

It was an interesting dance. One that I had never imagined I would be part of, made possible by the intervention from, of all things, a dragon. Even six months after meeting Tarakona, even after transporting his newborn offspring to him somewhere he made sure I had forgotten, I still woke up sometimes in utter confusion, wondering if any of it had been real.

I had only to look at my ring finger to know that it was. Circling it was a simple black band, made from the same bone as the mask and pair of dice I carried in my trench coat pocket. I didn’t know where Tarakona had gotten it. What I knew was that he had given it to me, along with a book and a pretty large bankroll in exchange for stopping Black from using his unhatched egg to destroy the world.

Go me.

I also knew that the demon that resided in the equipment had been ecstatic when I had opened Tarakona’s briefcase to uncover the ring. It had nearly burned a hole in my chest with the heat that had risen from the mask, and the first time I had put it on the demon had cackled like it had just won the lottery.

“It is almost complete,” it had said. 

That had scared the shit out of me. It had also almost been enough to convince me to give up the mask, the dice, and the ring, and stand out in a field somewhere to wait for Death to drop by and take me.

Almost. Not quite.

The ring was dormant. It was always dormant. Unlike the dice and the mask, its power was completely passive. Apparently, it made me invisible not only to Death but Mr. Black and other high-end wizards as well. I didn’t quite get how that worked, since Death was, well, Death, and Mr. Black was, despite his immense magical abilities, still only mortal. Whatever. The point was that I hadn’t been bothered by Death, Black, or any of their cronies since I had put it on.

Go Tarakona. 

I wish I could have said that everything was all peaches and cream after that. The trouble was that all of the augmentation in the world couldn’t do anything for my most pressing situation. I had an incurable disease, and the only thing in the world that could hold it at bay was getting to be in shorter and shorter supply. Worse, I was degrading at an increasing pace, and where I had once been able to last a couple of months on a dose of meds, now I was lucky to get through a couple of weeks. 

Because of the ring? It was more than possible. It was the likeliest explanation, and given a choice I would have taken it off and taken my chances. Except there was no chance involved when it came to Death or Black. It wasn’t if. It was when.

The fact that I felt safer breaking into a lab of his that nobody was supposed to know about to steal more of the medicine said all that needed to be said on that front. 

I walked briskly down the corridor, keeping my senses attuned to my surroundings as I did. I was getting further away from Daisy, which I didn’t like. The thread was already stretching, and I could feel her beginning to push back against my control.

I lifted my hand and did my best to cough silently into it, managing to muffle all but the heaviest of the hacks while I pressed tight into a narrow door frame. 

I was still there when the atmospheric turned the corner. For once, it worked out that I was so damn thin. I had my gun drawn and aimed before he even noticed I was there. 

Of course, that was too late. By the time I squeezed off a couple of rounds he had condensed all of the water vapor in the air into a shield thick enough to stop the bullets. Two of Black’s thugs spread to either side of him, aiming their firearms back at me. I put my hand on the door lock behind me, quickly spitting out some phrase I had memorized but didn’t understand. It changed my experience of the death magic frequency somehow, allowing me to corrode the lock to rust in under two seconds. I fell into the formerly sealed room at the same time the bullets started peppering the door where I had just been standing.

“Damn it, Prithi,” I said, falling onto my back while I tried her again. “I’m getting cut off in here.”

I got nothing but static back in reply. Maybe if she hadn’t been hanging out with her girlfriend in Vegas, she might have worked a little harder to find a way around the user’s jamming. Things just hadn’t been the same since she’d moved out there to live with Myra and started working remote. Not only was she getting sloppy, but I was getting increasingly lonely. Friends had been in short enough supply since I had left my prior life behind. Losing the only three I had made in the span of a year might have caused anyone else to consider giving up.

I jumped to my feet, moving forward and throwing the door closed, holding it with my foot while I got a look at my surroundings. The room was dark and sparsely decorated. A large fridge hummed in the corner next to a painting of a sunrise with curtains around it as if that was a reasonable substitute for a window. A huge bed sat in the center, with heavy chains anchoring both it and its occupant to the floor.

The occupant. I saw his face at the same time he saw mine. A troll, or maybe half-ogre, half-troll. He had a run of pustules down the side of his face, but he was way too big to be pure. He looked at me quizzically for a second. Then he looked at the door.

“Looks like you’re in a bit of trouble, pal,” he said, his voice surprisingly soft for something so large. 

He shook his wrists, shackled to the bed and the chains. 

“You help me; I help you. What do you say?”


























CHAPTER TWO

Serious[image: Image]




I STARED AT HIM.

“HEY, you want to die, that’s fine with me,” the trogre said. “But at least undo these things first.” He rattled his chains again. “One last act of charity, you dig?”

I could hear the footsteps approaching the door. I didn’t need to think much about what to do. I darted to his side, putting my hand on the first part of the tether I touched and whispering the same foreign incantation. The chain decayed beneath my hand.

“They have a user,” I said.

“Robert. That shit. This isn’t going to be pretty.”

“I can stop his magic for about five seconds,” I said. 

The singular benefit to the ring causing me to deteriorate faster was that my magical ability was directly proportional to my closeness to dying. Right now, it meant that I could choke off the Atmospheric’s attack. Just not for too long, or I would wind up too ill to stand.

“I only need three,” he said, wrenching his arms away from the chains, sitting up, throwing off his sheets, and unstrapping the tethers on his legs. 

I couldn’t help but notice he was completely naked. His body was lined with more of the pustules, as well as some bruises and scars.

“I didn’t come in here with those,” he said, slipping off the side of the bed. 

Black’s people were getting close. I held my hand out, hearing the chaos of the death magic rattling between my ears.

The door swung open. Slowly, like it had been pushed by a toddler. I’m sure that wasn’t the effect Robert had been going for. Too damn bad.

My new friend was out the door before I could yell “charge!” I held up my end by keeping the pressure on the user, moving forward slowly while the ugly straining of the death magic drowned out the more organized tempo of his frequency.

I heard gunshots and saw blood spray from the trogre’s side. He took at least half a dozen hits without slowing, heading right for Robert. He picked the user up in his arms like he was a balloon animal. He popped the magician like one too, crushing him in his grip before dropping his corpse to the ground. 

I dropped my hand, feeling the wave of tiredness pass over me, along with the urge to finish coughing up whatever pieces were left of my lungs. I doubled over while the trogre made short work of the two guards, grabbing one by the arm and flinging him into the wall with enough force to break his neck, and taking the head of the other in a massive hand and squeezing it like a ripe melon.

Whatever they had been doing to him in here, the gory violence of his retribution made the horrors of it crystal clear.

He stood over the dead for a few seconds. His entire body was heaving. I thought about saying something and decided against it. How did I know he wasn’t in some kind of experimented-on-leather berserker rage? 

I returned my attention to Daisy instead. She was out of the shaft and into the storage room. I needed to get closer to use her eyes and find the meds I was looking for. At least the user was out of the equation.

I started forward, inching my way to the door, trying to get out without disturbing the behemoth in front of me. Of course, he chose the moment I was closest to him to turn around.

His entire face was red. A massive vein on his forehead was thumping. His eyes were wet and puffy. 

Was he crying?

I used to be good at emotional stuff, back when I was as close to normal as anyone could be anymore. I wasn’t the most sensitive guy around, but I wasn’t a total dick either. That hadn’t come until after the cancer. I stood in the hallway and didn’t move, keeping my eyes on the big guy and hoping he wasn’t waiting for a hug.

I was able to hold out for about ten seconds. I had a job to finish.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

“I never killed anyone before.”

“I’m having a little trouble believing that.” I motioned to the scene. It was nasty, and would have made me puke if I hadn’t been so accustomed to nasty.

“I swear. I don’t know what came over me. Ah, to hell with that. Yeah, I know what came over me. Those assholes had me locked up in here for the last three years, and I wanted to pop their skulls. I didn’t think I was ever getting out.”

“Well, you’re out. You don’t have to thank me; I broke into your room to try to save my own life. It could have been any of these doors.” I paused, looking around at the other doors. There were a dozen of them in visual range, all identical. Plain steel with a handle that I only now noticed had a biometric scanner on it. “Or are you alone in here?”

“I don’t know if there are others. I never saw anyone else. Maybe we should check?”

“Maybe you should put on some pants.”

He smiled and nodded, trudging past me into his room. He came out a moment later in a huge hospital gown. He did a pretty good job getting it closed in the back. “I don’t have any clothes.”

“Why not?”

“I didn’t look like this when I came in here.”

“What were you? Full troll or full ogre?”

“Are you serious? I was full human.”


























CHAPTER THREE

No Regrets[image: Image]




“YOU’RE TELLING ME THEY TURNED you into a leather?” I asked.

“Yeah. About a year after they lifted me from prison, along with twenty or so other guys. They brought us all here, told us we were dead to the outside world, and basically had their way with us any way you can think of except one.”

That explained the mess on the floor. “Did they say what they were trying to do?”

“Turn us into monsters. They never tried to keep that secret. Why should they? They had total control. I can tell you I’m the only one of my group that survived.” He paused. “By the way, pal, who the hell are you, and what are you even doing here? Nobody wants to break into a place like this.”

“Then you can call me Nobody. What do you know about the Houses?”

It was a standard question for a ghost to ask someone they weren’t quite sure about, especially someone they found in an area that was haunted.

“Houses? I’m not a real estate agent.”

Ignorance confirmed. “It’s not important right now. My name is Baron. I came here to steal-” 

I stopped talking, the realization hitting me hard. Jin had once told me that the meds turned most people who took them into monsters. She had also said work on the stuff had been stopped because the formula was considered a failure. That’s why it was so hard for me to keep any kind of supply on it. That’s why I had to steal it from people like Mr. Black, despite the inherent danger.

Black had called his son an asshole for experimenting on ferals. He was such a fucking hypocrite. The only difference was his goal, which I had a feeling I understood.

“Mr. Black is refining the compound, to learn how to make a leather,” I said.

“What? Who’s Mr. Black?”

“You don’t want to know. Anyway, it’s complicated. Look, you should make a run for it while the coast is clear. I can’t guarantee it will stay that way. I’ve got to finish my job and do the same. I’m glad I was able to help you out.”

I turned away from him and started down the hall. One. Two. Three. Four.

“Hey, Baron,” the trogre said. 

I knew it.

I turned back.

“What about these other doors?” he asked. “You’re just going to leave them in there?”

“I came here for me. Not for you. Not for them.”

“I saved your life.”

“And I saved yours. We’re even.”

He didn’t look thrilled at the idea of abandoning the others. Probably because he knew what they had gone through.

“One door. Please.”

“You’re strong, why don’t you open it?”

“I couldn’t open mine from the inside. What makes you think I can open these?”

I stared at him again. He was pleading with his eyes. It seemed kind of pathetic for something as large and frightening as he was. 

I checked my watch. I was already behind schedule. And where the hell was Prithi, anyway?

“Prithi,” I said. 

She should have been able to listen in to everything after the user had died. I waited five seconds.

“Prithi,” I repeated, getting angry.

“I’m here, Conor,” Prithi finally answered. 

“Where have you been?”

“Sorry, I had to pee. I figured since you were cut off, it was a good time.”

“Are you kidding me? I could have been dead.”

“Yeah, right. That’s like the boy who cried wolf. Besides, what would you expect me to do about it if you were? You’re in Boston; I’m in Vegas.”

“You could at least care a little bit.”

“Stop whining. It doesn’t suit you. What do you need?”

I made a face at the trogre, realizing I hadn’t asked him his name yet. He looked confused.

“I’m running behind schedule. Are you keeping an eye on the wire for me?”

“Myra is.” A few seconds of silence followed. “She says you’re all clear. No alarms, no alerts.”

“I hired you to help me with this job, not your girlfriend.”

“She’s just as good as I am.”

Every once in awhile, I could hear Amos’ voice in my head making some smart ass remark. This was one of those times.

“I’m heading over to the room. Daisy’s already inside.”

“Got it. I’ve got you on visual. Wave to the camera.”

I glanced up at the camera in the corner and gave it the finger.

“Oh, come on, Conor. That’s just rude. Who’s big, bad, and ugly, by the way?”

“Long story. He’s not a threat.”

“Lucky for you. He’s huge.”

“Ping me if I’m about to be in trouble.”

“Will do.”

“You. Not Myra.”

She sighed. “Fine, Conor.”

I shifted my attention to the other doors. The delay was giving me too much time to grow a conscience.

“I’ll open one,” I said. “If it’s empty, I’m gone.” 

He smiled. “Deal.”

“What’s your name?”

“Frank Dobson.”

“Thanks for the assist, Frank.”

“Thank you, Baron.”

I approached the nearest sealed door, putting my hand to it one more time. The lock rusted beneath my touch, and I pushed the door open.

I don’t know if I was happy it was empty or not. Given more breathing room, I was starting to enjoy the thought of letting all of Mr. Black’s subjects go and making a mess of his efforts. He couldn’t find me as long as I was wearing the ring. At least not through his magic. That didn’t prevent him from using more natural means of detection, like a kill team. So far, I hadn’t pushed hard enough to force that issue. It was probably a good idea to keep it that way.

“You may be the only survivor,” I said.

Frank looked saddened by the thought. “How do you do that, anyway? I’ve seen some magic before, but not like yours.”

“I’m a necromancer,” I said, as if that was the answer to everything.

“Never heard of it.”

“Do you know how magic works? The geomagnetic shift and the frequencies?”

“Not really. I worked in fast food before I got arrested.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing. I was innocent. They charged me with grand theft auto.”

“You’re a car thief?” I asked, ignoring the “innocent” remark.

He smiled. “I was. I don’t think I’ll fit into a car anymore.”

“Maybe not a Smart.” I looked him over. I had seen ogres that were bigger. They didn’t make cars for extra-large people though. There weren’t enough of them to justify the cost. At least, not yet. “I think you’d be able to squeeze into a van, or a custom.”

He wasn’t satisfied by my answer. I shrugged. 

“Necromancers control death magic, which is pretty much what it sounds like. The trick is that you have to be dying to use it. I’ve got terminal cancer, and the only thing that keeps me alive are the injections Mr. Black was using to make you into a monster.”

“Oh. I’m sorry to hear you’re sick, pal. Hey, you keep saying Mr. Black. Is that the name of the guy who owns this place?”

“Yeah.”

He was still and silent. He stayed that way for long enough that I turned to leave again.

“Hey, Baron,” he said, once I started moving. 

I sighed and turned around.

“Do you think I could come with you?”

I should have known. 

“Why do you want to come with me?”

“I’ve been in here for three years. In prison five years before that. It’s been awhile since I’ve been free. I’m a little scared.”

“You’re scared? You’re twelve feet tall, and in case you hadn’t noticed, those gunshot wounds you took? They already healed.”

He looked down at himself. The bullets had opened some of the pustules on his body, which had drained their milky liquid into the wounds and closed them up quick and easy. Being a troll was great that way, and only that way.

“Wow,” he said. “Still, I’d like to come with you. Just for now. If you help me get some clothes and someplace to stay for the night, I’ll pay you back.”

“You don’t have anything that I need.”

“What about the juice?” he asked, touching one of the pustules. “I know this stuff is worth a lot of money on the black market.”

It was tempting. I never used the stuff because of how it was usually obtained. “No.”

“Please? Eight years, man.”

“You seem like a nice guy, Frank. That’s the problem right there. I’m not a nice guy, and the ocean I swim in is filled with other not nice guys, gals, and other things that you probably don’t want to know about. I didn’t come here to find a charity case. I’m enough of a charity case on my own.”

He took what I said, maintaining that same, slightly sad puppy expression. He held it for few seconds. I could hear my watch ticking in my head. This was getting out of hand, but as long as Prithi didn’t throw the alarm, I figured I was okay.

“I need to be able to kill, right?” he asked.

“It helps.”

He pointed back at the corpses on the floor behind us. “Been there. Done that. Come on, pal. There has to be some way you can use me. I’ve been through hell in here, and it’s obvious you don’t care much for the guy who did this to me. I’d do whatever you wanted for a chance to get my hands on his neck.”

Like he would ever get close enough to Mr. Black to touch him. It wasn’t like I could, either. 

I was wasting too much time standing here. If he wanted to tag along, whatever. I needed to get the meds, get Daisy, and get out. 

“Fine. Come on.”

He smiled, his whole demeanor brightening. “You aren’t going to regret it.”

I didn’t reply. I didn’t regret it. Not yet. In fact, I got the feeling I had made a good decision for once.


























CHAPTER FOUR

Pushing Daisies[image: Image]




WE MADE OUR WAY BACK the direction I had come, bypassing the deserted lobby and heading toward where Daisy was waiting. I was too big to fit into the ventilation shaft that led from the outer corridor to the interior of the hazardous materials storage room. So were any other adults I might have found. Dwarves were short enough but too wide, and animals couldn’t open doors. That was why I had used a kid. Otherwise, I was against the idea. Mainly, it reminded me too much of my daughter, Molly. Secondary to that, they were a pain in the ass to get to do much of anything. The undeveloped mind was even harder to manage when the soul had already fled it once.

“So, you came to steal some medicine?” Frank asked. He was lumbering behind me, taking one step for every three of mine.

“Yeah. You don’t seem to know anything about anything, so I’ll keep it simple. My magic only works because I’m dying. Except, I’m not too hot on the whole idea of death. The stuff they were injecting you with to turn you into, well, you, is the same stuff that keeps my cancer at a standstill. Mr. Black, he’s the asshole responsible for you being here, has the last remaining supply chain of the stuff that I know about.”

I thought about telling him that this wasn’t the only facility that Prithi had helped me locate. There were at least a half-dozen more sprinkled around the globe. This one had just happened to be the easiest target.

“It can’t be the same thing, though, can it? I mean, they’ve been working on it. Refining it. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be some kind of troll-ogre thing.”

“Trogre,” I said. 

He huffed. “As good as anything else, I guess. I wouldn’t be a trogre. I would have gone total monster, and then I would have died.”

I couldn’t argue his logic. If the meds were different - a different formulation, a different active ingredient, whatever - there was no way to know for sure that they would help me. I was just as likely to go trogre as he had. 

The idea of it would have given me pause, but I could count my options on my middle finger. Damned if I did. Damned if I didn’t. I had put myself in this position by not going quietly when Death had wanted me to. 

I glanced down at the ring. Screw Death. 

We reached the other side of the facility. The intel Prithi had gathered from the Machine had suggested the place was lightly guarded, at least in number. Atmospherics were pretty badass users, having some of the combined abilities of pyros, aquamancers, and others, and didn’t need a lot of backup. I was pretty sure we had taken out all of the on-site defense. Of course, being chased meant the alarm had been flipped, which meant a replacement crew would be en route. I was only waiting for the word to come down from my Operator that the cavalry was on the way. 

My tether to Daisy had grown much stronger as we moved closer to her, and by the time I was standing on the opposite side of the secured room my current condition left me almost able to hear her soul’s chaotic swirl of thoughts as it endlessly tried to make sense of its current predicament. I didn’t know if there was a Heaven or a Hell. I didn’t know if good people got peace and bad people were tortured. That was the biggest source of my fear, after all. What I had discovered more recently was that souls didn’t like being returned to their mortal shell. It was a jarring experience for them, like locking an animal in a cage.

“You wanted to help?” I asked.

Frank nodded. “Yeah, pal.”

“Keep a lookout for me.”

“Going somewhere?”

“You could say that.”

I closed my eyes, letting the magic connect me more directly to Daisy. That was the third benefit to children that I had discovered. Their more raw state of being left them closer to the animals I had always been able to remote control. My enhanced abilities covered the rest of the distance.

Daisy’s vision was a little bit blurry. She had worn glasses during her short life. I turned her head like she was a marionette on a string. I was in the storage room. The wall was lined with refrigerators, the center with rows of shelves. I scanned them, trying to make out the labels on the boxes lined along those shelves. I would have gotten her glasses if I had thought she could climb through the shaft without losing them.

Instead, I had to direct her a little closer, making her climb some of the shelves to get to the right height, putting her eyes only inches from the tags. Prithi had told me the stuff would be labeled Xenoxofril. It was a made up name for an experimental, non-FDA sanctioned drug. They had to call it something.

I spent a couple of minutes pushing Daisy around in search of it. Then I let her go, returning to my body to check with Prithi and make sure I was still clear. When she said I was, I returned to the work. Meanwhile, Frank stood there and looked menacing.

Ten more minutes passed. I exhausted the shelves and turned to the fridges. I had never had to refrigerate my meds, but if Frank was right and the chemical composition had evolved, maybe the need to keep it cool had too. I guided Daisy to the front of one of the large fridges, taking hold of the handle in her small grip and pulling. 

It didn’t open. I sent more magic into her, giving her more power to pull with. She was stronger than an average nine-year-old girl, her dead muscles having no concept of limits. She pulled again. It still didn’t open.

Even dead, she just wasn’t strong enough.

I started moving her back to the door. I had been trying to avoid opening it because it was a complex lock, even from the inside. It was one I knew how to overcome, but it was going to take time. It would take even more time from the inside with a child’s fingers. This whole run was suddenly turning into a disaster.

I pushed myself out, back into my body, opening my eyes to the feeling of being shaken, and Prithi screaming in my ear.

“Conor! Conor! Get out. Get out, now.”


























CHAPTER FIVE

Morally Compromised[image: Image]




“BARON?” FRANK WAS SAYING, SHAKING me as lightly as he could. “Come on, boss. Snap out of it.”

I looked down the hallway, in the direction of the lobby. The cavalry hadn’t made it just yet.

“Prithi,” I said. “What do we have?”

“There you are. Geez, Conor. Assault team, half a dozen. They just pulled up in an armored van. You have about a minute to get out.”

“I don’t have the meds.”

“Leave them and get out.”

“I’m dead without them.”

“You’re going to be dead in a minute anyway. Conor-” She paused.

“What?” I asked. “Spit it out.”

“Amos is with them.”

I felt the wrenching anger of the news twist my gut into a knot. The last time I had seen him, he had told me he was going to go groveling back to Mr. Black, to help him in his quest to get rid of the new humans and reverse the reversal. I knew he was out there somewhere. I didn’t expect that we might run into one another so soon. 

It meant that Black knew I was here. It would have been a sign of weakness for him to come personally, and he wasn’t going to give me the satisfaction of letting me know my existence was more than a piddling bother to him, like a gnat on a horse’s ass. So instead, he sent the one person who could get under my skin in a hurry. He probably even teleported him over just for the occasion.

There was no time left to worry about it.

“Frank, I need to get into that room,” I said.

“Why don’t you fizzle the locks like you did before?”

“They’re too thick. I can weaken them. I can’t punch through.”

He smiled, lifting his hulking trogre arms. “Got it.”

I moved to the door, putting my hand on it and speaking the incantation. I had always known words were useful for channeling magic. Tarakona’s gift had taught me that the words mattered sometimes.

The lock began to decay. It was composed of a series of six-inch diameter titanium tubes that crossed into a heavily reinforced bracket. Ten seconds only got me through two of the tubes.

“It has to be enough,” I said, backing away. 

“Conor, they’re in the lobby,” Prithi said.

Frank stepped forward. I reached out to Daisy, moving her out of the way. I wasn’t done with her just yet.

He threw his entire body into the shove, roaring as he did like he was the Incredible Hulk. His muscles flexed, and the door exploded, tearing away from the remaining beams and flying backward into the room. It crashed through the shelves of medicines, knocking them over in a satisfying cacophony of destruction.

I slipped in past him and went to the fridges, pulling each door open, using all of my strength to do it. I barely noticed Daisy, standing near the now open door to the left.

My eyes passed quickly over the labels until they landed on Xenoxofril. I picked up the box and slid it open. Sixteen doses. It was a jackpot for me. Enough to survive almost another year before I would need more. I shoved the box into my trench pocket, lifting the dice out with my hand.

“What the hell?” I heard Frank say.

I turned to see what he was talking about.

He was staring at Daisy. His leathery-gray face was losing some of its color.

“Necromancer,” he said. “I get it now. Death.” He looked at me. “You used a kid?”

“I had to,” I said. “We don’t have time to talk about it now.”

“This is sick. Did you put her in that outfit?”

She was wearing a black bodysuit and swimming cap. Her slightly decomposed face was the only thing exposed.

“They didn’t bury her like that,” I replied. “Let’s go.”

“What else do you do with them?” he asked. 

He thought I was a pervert? “I use them to help me make my runs. That’s it.”

“The dead should stay dead.”

“And humans should stay human. Mr. Black doesn’t give a shit about the natural order. Why the hell should I? Let’s go.”

“Conor, you’re going to be in range in about ten seconds,” Prithi said. “There’s an emergency out to the south.”

“I know,” I said. I had planned to go out that way. I looked at Frank. “I didn’t ask you to follow me. There’s a kill team coming, and I know the guy who’s acting as their heavy. He hates leathers, and he won’t care that you used to be human.”

Frank glanced at Daisy again before nodding. “Okay, fine. It’s still wrong.”

I had no intention of arguing that. I ran past him, out the door. He followed behind. We reached the emergency stairs with two or three seconds to spare.

“We need to slow them down,” I said. “Can you carry me?”

“What?”

“I don’t love the idea of being cradled either, but I like the idea of being shot to pulp even less. Can you carry me?”

“I knocked down a steel door, pal. You weigh, what? Eighty pounds?”

“Ninety-seven. Keep going south until you reach the outside, and then head east. My van is parked two blocks away.”

“Got it.”

He scooped me up. I closed my eyes, reaching out for Daisy one more time. We were getting further away, and it took more effort to hold the stronger connection. If I hadn’t gotten the meds, I wouldn’t have even tried.

I moved Daisy out of the room and into the hallway, right in front of the incoming team. Two rounds hit her expertly in the chest, knocking her to the ground.

“Hold up,” I heard Amos say. “She’s a corpse. Your bullets won’t do shit.”

I pushed Daisy back to her feet. I could see Amos through her blurry eyes. His massive bulk, his stupid afro, his shit-eating grin.

“You doin’ kids now, Baron?” he said, guessing that I might be able to hear him.

“Why didn’t you protect me?” I said, pushing the words to Daisy’s lips. They came out in a childlike groan, painful and sad. “You were supposed to keep me safe.”

Amos’ face turned white. “Are you shittin’ me?” he whispered.

“Your only job was to protect me, Amos,” I said. 

I was laying it on thick, and it was hurting. I knew it would. I wanted him to hurt. His change of allegiance not only pissed me off but turned his loyalty to Dannie into a joke. 

“Why didn’t you protect me?” I said. “You should have been there.”

“Shut the fuck up,” he said.

“Amos, you let me down. You knew I couldn’t take care of myself. You let me go into the Machine alone.”

“I said shut the fuck up,” Amos shouted. He had a tear in the corner of his eye that trickled down his cheek. “You’re a son of a bitch, Baron. When I catch you, I’m going to break your bony ass in half.”

“You killed me, Amos,” I said, pushing a little more. “It’s your fault. All your fault.”

I pulled myself back and broke the tether. It was a good thing Frank was carrying me because I didn’t think I could stand at that point. My entire body shook from the pain.

“Drop me on the driver’s side,” I said.

“Are you sure you can drive like that?”

“No, but you won’t fit behind the wheel.”

We reached the van a moment later. I was shaking as I started the engine, my arms wobbling while I turned the wheel. Frank climbed into the back, crouching down to fit into the space. 

“Prithi, I’m out,” I said.

I hit the gas, and we were gone.


























CHAPTER SIX
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“THAT WAS TERRIFYING,” FRANK SAID as we made our way to the interstate, back south toward my place in Jersey. 

Of course, there was no way I was making it home tonight. I was exhausted and as near to death as I ever wanted to be. My heart was thudding rapid fire, my breath was shallow, and I could barely hold back the hacking enough to drive. I was looking for a pit stop, a motel to pull into and inject myself with the prize. Everything else could wait.

I reached up and pulled the small receiver from my ear. Prithi had bailed the moment I announced our escape, likely to spend some quality time with Myra. Or maybe she was pissed at me because of what I did to Amos? There was no love lost between those two, and at the same time, she had seemed at least a little disappointed when we had parted ways. It could be she didn’t like the idea of being my only friend. 

I glanced back at Frank. He was sitting in lotus position in the back of the van, his head almost reaching the ceiling from the floor. He had shifted his hospital gown to rest it across his lap and hide his more delicate bits from view. The adrenaline was wearing off, and he was shaking like a dog on the way to the vet.

“You have no idea,” I replied. “That one was easy compared to how things have been going for me lately.”

“Are you crazy, pal? I’m scared just being in this car with you. You raise people from the dead. Kids. That is so fucked up.”

Dannie’s face flashed in front of my eyes. “Again, you have no idea.” I was way more messed up than he knew. Then again, he hadn’t met Death in person.

“I do now.” He paused, looking at the floor. Then he looked at me again. “It was kind of cool, though. The way you destroyed those locks and got me out of there. The way we took out Roberto together.”

I winced. If the little dead girl wasn’t going to completely turn him off to my way of doing business, nothing would. I knew what came next.

“We make a great team.”

I spotted a Motel 6 off the side of the road, and an exit ramp approaching. I headed for it, covering my mouth with my arm and coughing up some blood.

“Frank,” I said when I was done. “You don’t know the first thing about anything.”

“I know that I used to be human, and now I’m not. Do you have any idea what that’s like?”

I did. In a way, that was much more painful that he could probably understand. That was a pity party for another day. 

“I can’t go home,” he continued. “My mom won’t recognize me like this. She’s afraid of ogres. I have no money. I have nowhere to stay. I’m probably not very good at much of anything this shape is suited for.” He examined his hands. “I was a thief, you know? Nimble fingers, like you have. Not these sausage paws.” He sighed. “Not to mention the fucking racists.”

There was one thing that shape was especially well-suited for. Even so, I was hesitant to open his eyes. The world was a scarier place than he knew, despite what he had already experienced at Mr. Black’s hands. Black was only one of the Houses. The others weren’t any better, and some were worse.

“I don’t even have any pants,” he said softly, burying his head in his hands and sobbing.

I shook my head. Back to regrets. Was I going to be sorry about getting him involved? Was it already too late? Black was sure to find out he had escaped, and that fact could make him a target regardless of anything else he did. Did I want to give Black the satisfaction of an easy mark?

“Mr. Black was turning you into a monster to find a way to reverse the process,” I said. “If you want to be you again, your best bet would be to go back.”

I had to dangle that carrot. If I was going to make an effort to help him out, I needed to know he wouldn’t turn on me for the promise of getting his life back.

He raised his head. I looked up at him in the rearview as I turned into the motel parking lot. 

“Go back?” he said.

“Let him finish his experiments. It might hurt, but there’s a chance he can undo it.” 

Could he already do that with his magic? I knew he had found one way, but that had required a dragon’s egg that he no longer had any way to capture, seeing that it had hatched. There had to be others. Frank needed to know about that, too. I couldn’t risk Black promising it to him at an inopportune moment and finding his sausage paws wrapped around my scrawny neck.

I stopped the car in the lot, shut her down, and shifted in my seat. I was near-delirious by now, but I had to finish what I had started back at the research facility. 

“I’m going to tell you this once, so listen carefully,” I said. Frank stared at me and nodded. “Mr. Black is a wizard, Not a user, like Robert or me. He has access to every kind of magic there is, except for death magic. He’s the head of House Black. There are a number of Houses. I forget how many exactly. All of them are color-coded. Everyone who runs a House is a wizard like Black. Except for House Red. Are you with me so far?”

“I’m not as dumb as I look. Why isn’t House Red run by a wizard?”

“It’s a long story. The thing is, the Houses run the world. Not governments. Not militaries. The Houses. Nothing happens without their influence or permission. They stay out of the limelight and work from the shadows, and they use people like me to do the dirty work that keeps everything humming.”

“Necromancers?”

“No. I’m the only necromancer. Users, yes. Others, too. Ex-military. Former Special Ops. Mercenaries. Anyone with the skills and the motivation can get in as long as they’re morally compromised. We’re called ghosts, and we go by handles. Code names. It’s all a kind of retro-online-gaming bullshit, but it helps us stay a little bit anonymous.”

“Your handle is Baron?”

“Yeah. A friend of mine told me I looked like Baron Samedi.”

“Who is that?”

“The Voodoo Lord of the Dead.”

Frank chuckled. “Heh. I get it. So you’re one of these ghosts, and you’re suggesting that I could be, too?”

“You have the size and strength of an ogre and the healing abilities of a troll. That makes you a rare commodity. I think you could be. That wasn’t my only point in telling you all of this.”

“Oh?”

“Mr. Black isn’t just a wizard. He’s the wizard. The most powerful of them all by a long yard. I wouldn’t be surprised if he could use his magic to make you human again. No experimentation required.”

“Why would he do that?”

I stared at him. It took about five seconds for him to catch on. 

“He hates you that much?”

“He doesn’t hate me. Not like that. It isn’t his way. He despises death magic, both because of what it can do and because he can’t use it. He dislikes me for messing up his plan to put the world back the way it was before the reversal. He’s annoyed with me because I’ve got a barrier to his magic and he can’t keep tabs on me. For a man like Black, I’m an annoying thorn in the side that he wouldn’t mind putting himself out a little bit to get rid of.”

“So, I bring you in, and he makes me human again?”

I nodded. “If you can take me. I’ve got a few more tricks up my sleeve.”

“You’re pissing off the most powerful wizard alive, you have terminal cancer, and you’re still here? I’m not going to start with you, pal. I get it, though. You don’t want me having a change of heart in the middle of it.”

“Loyalty is important for ghosts. So is honor, believe it or not.” 

Hypocrisy, I name you.

“I believe it.”

“That doesn’t mean you can’t change sides. It does mean that you finish the job you’ve committed to, and you make your intentions known.”

“Yeah. Honor among thieves, right?”

“Something like that.”

“I liked being human. If this body can make me something else, something more, maybe it isn’t a bad thing?”

“That isn’t my call.”

“Do the jobs pay well?”

“They can. Mine do.”

“Which House do you work for?”

“Red.” 

I couldn’t say it without thinking of Jin. Every once in awhile, I would catch myself wishing she were still around. She had seen past the sickness to the person underneath. The person I had once been, and the person I had become. She had liked me anyway. 

“You said Red isn’t run by a wizard. I’m not surprised that’s the team you’re playing on if wizards hate necromancers. Who runs House Red?”

“I’m going to rent a couple of rooms for the night. Wait here, and I’ll bring you your key.”

“You aren’t going to answer my question?”

I did my best version of a smile. “You’ll find out soon enough.”


























CHAPTER SEVEN

Breakfast at Six[image: Image]




I WOKE UP SIX HOURS later with the worst hangover of my life. It was unexpected because the injections had never done that to me before. Usually, I started feeling better right after I took a hit. Not so much this time. The new concoction left me in horrible agony for an hour before I passed out to escape the pain, and now this.

I sat up slowly, the entire room spinning around me, and the throbbing threatening to knock me down again. I steadied myself on the edge of the bed, still made and barely disturbed, letting my eyes settle on the view of the highway out the second story window. The sun was up. The weather looked decent. Whatever.

Was I still about to die? That was the primary question on my mind. Clearly, the meds I took weren’t the same as the ones I had before, even if they had the same label. Black was making progress in the refinement. Did that mean I would be an unintentional casualty of progress?

I closed my eyes, listening to the chaotic discord of the death magic. I was still dying. In fact, if I wasn’t mistaken the din of the resonance was louder than it had been yesterday. Did that mean it hadn’t worked? I wasn’t coughing. I didn’t even have the urge to cough. That was an improvement. 

I hated the ambiguity. 

There was nothing to be done about it. I forced myself to stand, ignoring the pain. I decided to head down to the included breakfast buffet and down a few cups of coffee and hope that helped. If it didn’t, today was going to be a very, very long day.

Frank was at a leather-sized table in the corner when I arrived, digging into a massive pile of potatoes and corned beef hash. He was the only leather in the place, paired with six old-fashioned humans and a half-elf who were doing their best not to stare. I normally didn’t care much for racist crap, but given that Frank was unique for a Newhu, as Amos called them, it made sense that people would stare. Hell, other leathers would stare too if there were any around.

He saw me coming, raising his hand to get my attention as if he didn’t stand out. I acknowledged him with a short nod, handed the server my ticket, and immediately grabbed two mugs and filled them with coffee. I could feel the eyes on me as I brought my liquid breakfast over to where he was sitting. I wasn’t sure which of us was more of a spectacle.

“Good morning, B-”

I put my hand up to silence him. 

“Conor,” I said. “My name is Conor. Rule one: you don’t advertise in public. Time and place.”

He smiled. “Yeah, sure.”

I stared at him, suddenly realizing he was out in public and not naked. “Where’d you get the threads?”

He was wearing a humongous flannel shirt and a pair of equally large jeans. They looked ridiculous on him.

“Trucker came through after you went inside. I bought them.”

“You don’t have any money.”

“I broke into the lockbox in the back of your van. Well, tore it open, more like.”

I dropped my coffee onto the table and considered putting my hand on his wrist. “You what?”

“I know, I know. Trust. I needed some clothes, pal. I only took enough to pay for them, and I put the rest back. I’m sure you would have given me some cash if you hadn’t been so beat.”

“What about the book?” My heart was starting to pound in response to my panic.

“What book?” 

“About this big,” I said, framing the air with my hands. “Really old.”

“Oh.” He reached to the seat beside him and held it out to me. The binding was slightly bent from being under his ass. “I thought a little reading might help me sleep. It’s not in English though.”

I grabbed the book from him. It was an ancient thing, wrapped in leather that I assumed had been made from human flesh, hardened on the binding with bone, and containing about one hundred pages that seemed as if they had been burned into the parchment. There was no fanfare to it. No fancy design. It was utilitarian and useful. 

A spellbook.

More specifically, a necromancer’s spellbook.

I didn’t know where Tarakona had gotten it from. I wasn’t about to ask. He had been part of this world for over forty-thousand years. He knew shit that I was sure I didn’t want to know. He had done things, seen things I couldn’t even imagine. I could still hear his voice in my mind, warning me about the things that slept while magic was dormant. 

Things that were worse than Mr. Black. Things that were still waking up.

“Do you always help yourself to other people’s things?” I asked.

“Kind of comes with the territory of being a thief,” he replied.

I walked right into that one. “Right.”

“What language is that, anyway?”

I didn’t know. Somehow, I was able to understand it and recite it even though I couldn’t actually read it, which felt as strange as it sounded. “I call it Necronic.”

“That’s dumb.”

“The other people Black took from your prison, they didn’t like you very much, did they?”

He smiled. “Sorry, boss. I’m still trying to get used to all of this. You look better today, by the way. Your paleness is a little less pale.”

“Good to know.”

“So, what’s our next play? Do you have any more work lined up?”

“No. Not yet. We’re going to keep heading back to New Jersey. I’ve got an apartment in Hoboken.”

Prithi’s parents had been happy to see me go. Especially when Prithi had told them she had made up everything about the two of us being an item and that she was gay. They didn’t want to blame their sweet daughter for her love of t and a, so they decided to blame me as if it were some failure of mine that had caused it.

Of course, they had made Prithi’s life an even bigger hell, and we had both fled their roof as soon as we could. She had bolted for Myra, and I had upgraded to a conversion in the heart of one of the ugliest cities I could find. Not because I wanted to live there, but because the death frequency was fairly strong, and I was trying to learn my upper limits.

 “Hoboken,” Frank said. “Great.” He was sarcastic. It suited him. “I guess I could use a little adjustment period. I woke up this morning and forgot my arms were free. I was just lying there like I was still bound to that damn bed.”

“Where were you living before you went to prison?”

“Manchester, New Hampshire.”

I couldn’t think of anything I wanted to know about Manchester, so I downed one of the cups of coffee instead. 

“Anyway,” I said. “When we get back I’ll get in touch with my benefactor. He’ll want to know how things worked out. He’ll be especially interested in whatever Black is planning.”

“Mr. Red?” Frank asked.

“His name is Tarakona.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“It shouldn’t.”

Frank went back to eating while I finished off my coffee. The headache was slowly subsiding, reduced via caffeine to a more manageable pulse.

I was getting up to grab a refill when the shooting started.


























CHAPTER EIGHT
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SADLY, IT WASN’T THE FIRST time I had been shot at out of the blue in a public place. This made it the second in less than a year, and as far as I was concerned it was becoming an uncomfortable habit better reserved for movies and their less than impressive sequels.

I dropped to my stomach completely by instinct, covering my head with my hands as plates and cups shattered around me, the bystanders screaming and running for the door, somehow not getting hit. It was bad business to attack a ghost in public. There were rules, and those rules were meant to be followed. Even Black had to abide by them, or risk looking like a fool in front of his almost-peers.

The bullets stopped coming a few seconds later. I heard an engine revving outside.

I looked back at Frank. He had been hit a couple of times and had popped a pair of pustules to grease the damage. Already the blood had stopped flowing, and the skin was closing over. He noticed me looking at him, and he got up, hurrying over to where I was staying prone.

“I’ll cover you,” he said.

I got up, using him as a shield while we hurried away from the dining room. We had only made it a few feet when the engine volume increased, and the cab of an eighteen-wheeler came booming through the wall and into the space.

The driver was hard to miss, and I wasn’t that surprised.

Amos always had been a bit of a dick about rules.

“They must have spotted the van,” I said, disgusted with myself for leaving it visible. I would have ditched it last night if I hadn’t needed the size to carry Frank around.

Amos threw the truck into park and turned his head, his eyes catching mine. I could see how pissed he still was in his expression. Maybe egging him on had been a mistake. He grabbed something from the seat next to him and aimed it, a twelve-gauge that he fired right through the passenger window. The buckshot peppered Frank’s back as he got between us, and he cursed at the stinging.

“Thanks for the save,” I said, grabbing the dice in my pocket. 

I didn’t want to use them. Not on Amos. He was the only tie to Dannie I had left. I would if I had to.

“Yo, Baldie!” he said, climbing out of the rig. I kept moving toward the door. 

There was no way he had come alone, was there?

“Hey, wait up a second,” he said, crossing the front of the truck. 

I reached the exit to the lobby, where the clerks were calling the cops and the rest of the diners were cowering in the corners.

“Come on, Skeletor. What? You ain’t gonna face me like a man?”

I stopped moving. Not because I was into the macho bullshit. I just couldn’t walk without getting my two cents in. I was stupid like that.

“In public?” I said, turning around. Frank stood beside me, staring down the fat ghost.

Amos kept moving closer. He didn’t seem to be afraid of Frank, despite the trogre’s advantage in both size and strength.

“You were the one playing dirty last night. I didn’t hit any civvies.”

“It doesn’t matter. Black is going to be pissed at you.”

“Nah. We’ve got an understanding.” He glanced at Frank. “I see you still like hanging out with the puss-buckets more than your own kind, eh? Find any new elves to not be able to screw?”

“I see you’re still a racist asshole.”

He shrugged. “I ain’t racist. I’m right.”

“So what’s your play, Amos?” I asked. “Why come at me like this?”

“It seems you’ve got a new talent for disappearing. I didn’t know when I would get another chance.”

“I can take him out,” Frank said.

“Not yet,” I replied. “I’ve got the dice. I don’t want to use them on you.”

“I ain’t afraid of those things. Mr. Black gave me this.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small bone. “He said your dice won’t do shit to me while I have it. Same thing for that mask of yours.”

“Did he give you something to fight an ogre?” I asked.

“Nah. I don’t need his help for that.” He looked at Frank. “You want a piece of this, Kermit?”

Frank looked at me. I held my hands out in submission. “Just don’t kill him if you can avoid it. He’s a friend of mine.”

Frank made an ugly confused face and started toward Amos. I could hear sirens in the background, getting closer. 

“And make it quick,” I said. “I’ll be in the van.”

Part of me wanted to watch the showdown. Part of me couldn’t stand the thought. Amos was an incredible ghost. He knew how to fight, and he was smarter than he looked. Still, he wasn’t going to take Frank one on one. There was no way.

I left the motel, hurrying out to the van. Surprisingly, it seemed Amos had come alone, putting a lot on the line to take his shot at me. A shot that seemed oddly half-hearted. He had managed to avoid hitting all of the diners in the restaurant through the wall, but he couldn’t hit me? 

Or he didn’t want to?

It didn’t make a lot of sense, and I had a feeling it wasn’t as raw as it seemed. The cops were getting closer, and I wasn’t about to hang around to figure out what it was.

I climbed into the van, glancing back at my lockbox. There had been more than money and the spellbook inside. I had a few guns in there, too. Frank had put the twisted cover back on top, and looking through the crack it seemed everything was accounted for.

I started the engine, looking back toward the motel, and the out to the highway. Three police cars went by, on their way to the off-ramp. 

“Come on, Frank,” I said.

He appeared a minute later. His new shirt was torn, and his lip was bleeding. He ran out to the van, opening the rear doors and climbing in.

“Did you kill him?” I asked.

“Fat guy is stronger than he looks,” Frank said. “No. We whaled on each other for a few seconds, and then I knocked him halfway across the floor. He got up and got out.”

The whole thing was strange. Very strange. In fact, everything had been off since the night before in a way that I couldn’t quite put my finger on, but that I knew was going to mean nothing but trouble for me.

I backed out of the spot and got us moving, pulling away from the motel right before law enforcement made their way in.


























CHAPTER NINE
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IT TOOK A FEW HOURS to ride down the secured corridor between the Boston burbs and Jersey, an unfortunate incident involving a feral that had breached the fencing and got hit by a car causing a bit of excitement on the side of the road. I was always wary of the Control APCs whenever I had to drive past them, knowing that they were managed by the Houses and typically contained at least one operative to report back on anything out of the ordinary. 

Fortunately, we made it through without anyone taking notice, and by the time I unlocked the door to my place downtown I was feeling stronger than I had in weeks.

“Watch your head,” I said to Frank. He ducked and turned his body to get past the door. 

My apartment had once been the top half of an old warehouse and had fifteen-foot ceilings, which meant he was at least able to stand up straight. It hadn’t occurred to the architects or me that anything else should be raised to accommodate leathers. The new humans had their own tenements for that.

“I still don’t get what the deal was with that so-called friend of yours. He shows up, destroys the side of the motel, gets into a fight he can’t possibly win, and then leaves?”

“It isn’t like him,” I agreed. “I imagine Black put him up to it.”

“Why? What would he stand to gain?”

“Most of what the Houses do to people is psychological. You know they can crush you pretty much whenever, so you spend your life in fear of them. Maybe Black wanted to let me know he could still find me. Maybe he wanted me to have to go face-to-face with Amos. I doubt he thought I would have kept you around. I’m not known for my charming personality.”

“Glad I could help out. Start earning my keep, you know? It feels kind of good to be so strong, even if I am one ugly mofo.”

“You already need another new shirt.”

I took a visual inventory of the apartment, making sure nothing had moved while I was gone. A ghost could get in and out of a place like mine without breaking a sweat. The trick was to do it without disturbing anything. I scanned the heavy blackout drapes that hung closed ahead of the windows that made up the south wall before shifting my attention to a mostly unused kitchen, and then up to the small loft where I kept my Machine rig. I hated the thing, but with Prithi out of town it was a necessary evil to hop into the Machine from time to time to pick up work or get a bead on more of the meds. 

“Nice place,” Frank said.

It was the nicest place I had been in since I left my wife and daughter, courtesy of the half of the hoard Tarakona had stuffed into the briefcase along with the ring and the spellbook. The other half had gone to Karen and Molly. Not that it mattered. If I needed more, I called Peter and asked for it, and it showed up in my account the next day. As far as Tarakona was concerned I was on retainer. 

It would have seemed logical that not having to worry about money anymore had made my life easier. More money, more problems? Not quite. It did serve to free me up to worry more about everything else that was going wrong, even though so much had been going right. What can I say? Cancer had made me an absolute pessimist.

Frank lumbered over to my kitchen, grabbing the handle to the fridge and pulling it open. I didn’t have any moldy bread or anything disgusting in there. I didn’t have anything at all.

“Oh man. I’m hungry,” he said.

I took the box of meds from my pocket and tossed it to him. “I have a freezer over there,” I said. “You don’t want to see what’s in that one. Can you chill these for me?”

He caught the box in an open palm and shoved it into the fridge. 

My cell began to ring.

My reflex was to wince. Only two people had my personal cell number, which meant it was either Peter or Prithi. As I reached into my pocket to grab it, I wondered if maybe it was Amos, Mr. Black, or Death. With my luck, it would be some other overpowered godlike being that wanted a piece of my soul. I had enough trouble with the demon that had already sunk its claws into me.

I looked at the screen and let out a sigh of relief.

“Hey, Prithi,” I said, answering the call.

“Hi, Conor,” she replied. 

She had been much more bubbly since she had traded her parents for Myra, even losing some of that edge she had been getting from spending too much time with me.

“What’s up?”

“Can you meet me in the Machine in five? I’ve got a job lined up.”

“I just got home, and I’m not really in the mood to make another run already.” 

“Was that a whine? Because it sounded like a whine to me. You chose this life.”

The job used to be about the money or the meds. I had both right now. That didn’t mean I would forever, and it was vital for a ghost to stay visible and relevant if they wanted to keep getting work. I glanced over at Frank. If the job was simple enough, it might be good to help him get his feet wet.

I almost choked on that thought. I couldn’t believe I was taking on a partner, temporary or not. After the run-in with Amos, my feeling that I was going to need him had only gotten stronger.

“Conor?” Prithi said, left hanging while I considered.

“Okay. I’ll see you in the Jungle in five. Tell Myra I said hello.”

“That’s awfully pleasant of you. Are you feeling okay?”

“Funny.” 

I disconnected. Was I feeling okay? I noticed my hand holding the phone. Was it a little less gray than it had been yesterday?

“Hey Frank,” I said. “If you head outside and go down four blocks, there’s a small apartment complex there that was built for leathers. Across the street from it is a deli that you might like.” I dug around in my pocket until I found one of my payment cards. “You can use this for whatever you need.”

“Thanks, pal,” he said, coming over and taking it from me. “How much is on here?”

“Enough for you to live on for a few months if you decide to bolt. The account is anonymous and secured. You can walk with it and nobody, including me, can ever trace it back to you.”

He didn’t give it a second thought. “I’m not going anywhere. You did me a solid, and I kind of like you, even if I do think you’re a bit of a sick fuck. You want me to pick anything up for you?”

I was rarely hungry. I ate once in awhile, at totally random times whenever I had enough appetite to be bothered. “I’ll get something later.”

“Suit yourself.” He smiled a huge, toothy grin that almost made me laugh with how dopey it looked. “I’ll be back soon.”

I waited for him to leave before heading to the loft. I climbed the ladder and stood at the top, staring at the rig. I hated the Machine. I would always hate the Machine. That was why I had bought the cheapest unit I could find that was able to be modded for access to the Blackout. Even then, it had cost me nearly a hundred grand. 

Some evils were necessary. This was one of them.

I flipped on the control monitor, entered a few passwords, and started the timer. Operating the machine solo meant you had to bring yourself out. Having been trapped there once already, having lost Dannie because of it, I didn’t take any chances.

I dropped into the plush leather seat and slipped the helmet over my head, feeling the surge of magic connect me to the system. I could hear Prithi’s voice in my ears, counting down the entry sequence. My heart started to race like it always did, the traumatic panic threatening to force me to abandon the rig. I clenched my teeth and held fast against it. 

The world faded to black. The curtains came back up two seconds later. 

I was in.


























CHAPTER TEN

Never-neverland[image: Image]




I LANDED INSIDE THE JUNGLE, appearing in the center of a pair of men grinding to the heavy industrial music that blared from massive speakers hanging from the ceiling. They cursed in confusion as they were suddenly rubbing up against my avatar instead of one another, and I cursed and shoved them both, my mods sending them both tumbling away.

It was Prithi’s idea of a joke. I turned my head, looking for her Azeban persona. I didn’t spot her right away, so I headed for the bar, stepping around the other avatars on the dance floor. The music moved as I did, scratching out and rearranging to whatever it was the dancers closest to me preferred. I could only imagine what the top-down view of the scene looked like, with dozens of pairs all moving to a unique beat. 

Sometimes the Machine could impress me.

I reached the bar, still adjusting to my sudden and complete health. Everyone was whole in the Machine if they chose to be. The only question was what kind of whole? I had found most of the ghosts that drummed up business here liked to prefix with “ass.”

“Baron,” the bartender, Jonesy, said in his thick accent. It was a cross between French and something else. Or maybe he created it himself. There was no way to know for sure in here.

“Jonesy,” I replied. “Have you seen Azeban?”

“Not in the last few hours. Are you supposed to meet him here?”

“Yeah.”

“Then he’ll be here. He always is.”

I nodded and turned away from the bar, scanning the room. None of the ghosts who were milling about the place would be in any skin that looked anything like their real-life self, which was the point of the whole thing. The Machine was generally anonymous, the Jungle even more so. Joining from a Blackout server was even more secure than that. It let me move around a little more freely than the world’s only necromancer would have been able to otherwise. Jonesy only recognized me because he was on the Blackout too, and even then only because my software allowed it.

“I heard you pulled one over on Mr. Black,” Jonesy said.

“You heard that already?” I asked, not looking at him.

“News travels fast around here.”

I knew that it did. What I was wondering was who had sourced the information? He would never tell me. 

“He had something I wanted. You know how it is.”

He laughed. “There isn’t another ghost alive who would even think of pulling a job like that, not for all the money and power a House could give. And you did it solo.”

Was he trying to butter me up?

“What’s your angle?” 

“No angle, Baron. I see a star on the rise, I want to hitch a ride. It’s simple economics.”

“I’m a star that’s going to burn out any day now,” I said.

“Bullshit. How long have you been a necro again?”

I wouldn’t have continued the conversation with anyone else. Jonesy was one of the few people I trusted, mainly because he distrusted everyone else as much as I did. Plus, it was his job to keep things on the down low. 

“Almost six years.”

He made an impressed whistling sound. “I heard the record was two. Before you, I mean.”

I remembered my time in New Orleans when the dice had first called to me. “Maybe, but I’m cheating.”

He laughed again. “Cheating death? Come on, Baron. There’s more to you than you’re letting on.” He paused for a second, and his voice dropped, losing its accent and changing into something much more menacing. “Or is it more than even you realize?”

I stepped away from the bar, turning on him. “What?”

He was wiping down the surface of the bar. He looked at me. “What?” he said as if we hadn’t just been talking.

“What do you mean, more than I realize?”

“Are you okay, Baron? I didn’t say anything.”

Damn. I hated when shit like this happened. It was almost as bad as being randomly shot at.

I started to turn around, to scan the crowd for Azeban again. A hand squeezed my left shoulder as I turned me head to the right. 

“There you are,” I said, looking back and expecting to see Prithi’s avatar.

It wasn’t Prithi.

It was Tarakona’s spy, the one who called herself Sandman.

“Baron,” she said, smiling. “I’m sorry to trick you into coming here like this. I need your help.”

Trick me?

She held out her hand. I noticed that the green flesh on the palm was a lighter color and smoother than the darker green, scaly skin on the other side. 

“Can we talk in private?” 

The last time I had seen her, we had been in a Machine construct of her own design. She had kissed me before Death had come along and chased her away. I looked into her yellow eyes. They weren’t real. Nothing but ones and zeroes. Even so, I could feel the concern in them. She was scared.

This one I had a feeling I was going to regret.

“Okay,” I said, taking her hand.

Before I knew it we were somewhere else.


























CHAPTER ELEVEN
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“DID YOU MAKE THIS?” I asked. 

We were well away from the more traveled areas of the Machine, off in some distant corner where the Sandman’s construct was surrounded by unused bits or bytes or pixels or whatever. We were standing in a field, surrounded by thousands of white rabbits munching on millions of flowers. To the north was a huge merry-go-round. To the south was a waterfall. 

“Yes. I’m sorry it’s so undefined, but I didn’t have a lot of time.” She was still holding my hand, and she tugged me toward the merry-go-round. “We can talk while we ride.”

I tugged back gently. “Why don’t we talk now?”

She shook her head. “While we ride. Trust me.”

She had used her technical skills to call me and make me think I was talking to Prithi. She was spying on Mr. Black for Tarakona while she was living somewhere under the wizard’s massive umbrella. If she said it had to wait, it had to wait. 

I let her lead me across the field. The rabbits scampered out of our way as we passed, and then filled in the space behind us. I hadn’t gotten a good look at Sandman’s avatar the first time we had met. Now I could see that not only was her skin green, but her hair was as well, knotted together into long dreadlocks that hung down her back, then ends sitting halfway across her rear. There was no shortage of avatars with perfectly chiseled bodies and colored skin in the machine, but it was a look that seemed to fit her in a more nuanced way. It was impressive work.

“Is Tarakona in trouble?” I asked. 

She turned her head back to smile at me. “When we get to the ride.”

I didn’t waste my breath on any other questions until we reached the merry-go-round. She hopped up onto the platform and offered me her hand. I waved it away and climbed up on my own, enjoying the strength I felt in my limbs.

“Which animal do you want?” she asked.

“What?”

She waved at the seats on the ride. A horse, an elephant, a hedgehog, and of course, a rabbit. She seemed to have an affinity for the things.

“I’ll take the elephant,” I said, choosing it because it was directly adjacent to the rabbit.

“Good choice,” she replied.

We mounted our respective mammals. Circus music started to play, and the merry-go-round began to move. I waited in silence for her to speak. I figured she would when she thought it was safe.

“To answer your question,” she said. “We’re all in trouble.”

“How did I know you were going to say that?” 

My stomach dropped a little as the elephant rose up and dropped, faster than it would on any normal merry-go-round. Sandman smiled as the same thing happened to her. 

“I need you to find me,” she said. “I need you to rescue me.”

“What do you mean?”

“It isn’t a riddle, Conor,” she replied. “Mr. Black took me from my family less than an hour after I was born. I’ve been trapped under his control since.”

I wasn’t expecting that. “What? Why did he take you? How did he know to take you?”

“I’m different than the others. Unique, like you. He owned the hospital where my parents went to have me. He must have gotten word from the doctors.”

That made sense. All of the Houses owned hospitals, and they used them to try to track down powerful new users and get their hooks into them first. “You’re unique? How?”

She smiled. “I’m a new human, like an elf or a dwarf, but different.”

“Are you being intentionally vague?”

“No.”

“What?”

“I don’t know what I am. I only know that I’m different, and Black won’t let me out. That’s why I need your help.”

“Why don’t you ask Tarakona to help you?”

“I don’t want him to know. I’ve been a pawn in this game literally since the minute I was born, Conor. I don’t want to be under the thumb of the Houses anymore.”

“Tarakona doesn’t have thumbs.” I said it to see how much she knew about him.

“I know his secret,” she replied.

“So, you want to be free of Mr. Black, and you want to go behind your other patriarch’s back to do it. Is that right?”

“Yes.”

“Why do you need rescuing now? Why not six months ago? Or twenty years ago?”

“I’m only twenty years old, so that last one would have been hard. Why now? Because you kept Black from getting his hands on the Hua.”

“You helped me with that.”

“I know. It had to be done. Mr. Black has backup plans on top of his backup plans. He has a use for me that will bring him closer to what he wants.”

I knew what he wanted. I also knew I didn’t want him to get it. 

“This plan doesn’t involve you dying, does it?” I asked.

Her eyes told me it did. Of course it did. 

“You stole some of the Xenoxofril from Black’s lab last night, didn’t you?”

“Yes. I needed it.”

“I know. What if I told you that my blood could be put into a centrifuge, and molecules extracted that when added to the chain of Xenoxofril could restore any living organism to perfect health?”

My mouth fell open. I couldn’t find any words to answer her. My digital heart began thumping, and I felt a chill sweep across me. “I. Uh.” I swallowed hard. “Perfect health?” 

I didn’t even notice the rise and fall of my elephant after that. She waited in silence while I overcame the initial shock. Nothing was that simple.

“What about leathers?” I asked.

“Turned back into normal homo sapien.”

“Wizards? Users?”

“The same.”

“You’re saying magic is a disease?”

“Biologically, yes. You could make that argument.”

“Do you believe it?”

“I don’t know. Considering I would have to die to make it happen, I’m a little biased.”

“Right.”

I stared at her for a minute. Then I stared straight ahead. I could hear the merry-go-round music oom-pa-paing in my skull, and it was making it hard to think. If I had thought I was in an impossible position before, it had just been dialed up to eleven.

Was the new, old version of humanity truly a disease? Were we supposed to all be plain, ordinary homo sapien? That seemed hard to believe considering that history suggested the monsters had come first. What else would explain Sandman’s claim that there was something in her genes that could not only change a leather back into a person, but make them healthy as well?

“You’re saying that if I took this new pill, my cancer would be gone?” I asked.

“Completely. That doesn’t mean it wouldn’t come back, but you would have to be doubly unlucky.”

“You aren’t giving me a lot of incentive to help you.”

“You were a doctor, Conor. You’re supposed to save lives. I need you to save mine.”

“I’ve done some pretty horrible things to stay alive. Letting Black get what he wants wouldn’t be the worst of them.”

“Yes, it would. The world is supposed to be this way. Nature created it twice now. It’s humanity that keeps screwing with it to suit our own needs and goals. Do you really think that’s right? Do you think I deserve to die because of it?”

The merry-go-round stopped suddenly, the lights around it dimming. We stared at one another.

I didn’t think that we should mess with it or I wouldn’t have stopped Black in the first place. She knew that and was counting on me to make the same decision again.

“You told me that not saving you could save me, but you won’t tell me what you are?” I asked. 

“I told you, I don’t know.”

I didn’t believe her. How could someone know they were different, but not know how? “Have it your way. Let me ask again. What’s in it for me?”

At least Tarakona had given me the ring and wads of cash. 

“If you don’t do it, I’ll tell Mr. Black about your wife and daughter. You can be healthy, Conor. They’ll be dead.”

I felt my breath escape me in response to the sucker punch. 

“You wouldn’t,” I whispered.

“What choice do I have? I don’t want to threaten you. I need you, Conor. There is no other wizard alive who would be willing to try to get me out. There’s no other user that can. Your talents are unique in all of the world.”

I clenched my teeth. I wasn’t going to risk Karen and Molly. She knew that about me, too. She was playing me perfectly, and I hated it.

“Where are you?”

“Mr. Black’s home.”

“The one at the bottom of the ocean?”

“Yes.”

“The one with the surface entrance that changes position regularly?”

“Yes.”

“The one that no one is supposed to ever be able to find?”

“Yes.”

“Can you tell me which door is the right one?”

“I’m working on it.”

“That’s not a reassuring answer.”

“It isn’t a simple question. I’ll provide you a list of known locations where the door might be while I continue to work to single it out. I have narrowed it down somewhat at least.”

“How many?”

“Twenty-two.”

“That’s a lot.”

“I know.”

“How long do we have?”

“A month at most.”

“I’m not feeling confident about this.”

“How do you think I feel? It’s my life at stake.”

The merry-go-round vanished. We were standing in front of one another. She was looking at me with frightened eyes. 

“I know you might not be able to reach me in time,” she said. “Please try.”

I started to answer. Before I could, she had stepped forward and put her lips to mine again. Her kiss was a little softer this time, more desperate.

She pulled away. “Please try.”

Then she vanished, leaving me standing in the field alone.

I licked my lips, tasting the remnants of her on them. Her kiss was sweet. 

Nothing else about this deal was.

“Exit Machine.”


























CHAPTER TWELVE
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I LIFTED THE HELMET FROM my head and dropped it on the chair beside me. I sat there for a minute, getting used to the feel of my dying body once again. The weakness. The frailty. It seemed a little better than usual, and now I understood why. If Black’s team had improved the meds to do a better job of healing, then I wasn’t as dead as usual. At the same time, I could still hear the death magic whenever I listened for it, as strong as it had been the night before. Was the new concoction countering the standard effects? 

It was a win-win situation for me. At least right now.

Except for the matter of the Sandman needing to be bailed out of her so-called prison.

There was a part of me that was nervous about the whole thing. I wasn’t sure I should believe her story, not when I knew Black was having trouble locating me. It was more than possible he had sent her to set me up, to deliver me to one location or another for his team to make an easy grab and end my existence forever.

At the same time, she had put a lot of faith in me by telling me what the options were. She had appealed to my less jaded nature. Then again, she had also threatened the only thing in the world I cared for. 

Then again, she had seemed sincere in saying she didn’t want to.

The only thing I knew was that there was no way I was going to know it was a trap until it was a trap. If I made the decision to do this, I had to go all-in and take whatever came from that. It was a scary thought. I wasn’t too eager to find myself dead.

A blue LED was flashing on the side of the hardware that powered the rig. New data had been passed over to me. The list of locations. I slid out of the chair and turned the monitor so I could see it. There were twenty-two addresses in a neat spreadsheet, their locations spread pretty much randomly around the world. Two of them were starred, which I assumed meant they were higher probability than the others.

I stared at the list for a minute, in part to decide what to do, and in part to commit it to memory. Who was I kidding? I already knew what I was going to do. Pretending I didn’t was just my S.O.P.

I grabbed my phone from my trench and took a picture of the screen. Then I deleted the file from the rig and shut everything down. Death terrified me. Mr. Black reversing nature scared me too. There was no good answer here, no way out that let me be blissfully ignorant. That had all ended the day I hijacked the job to steal the Hua from the two bruisers. I was stuck. Trapped. Better to take control and stay on the offensive than to duck my head and hope it would all go away.

Because I knew it wouldn’t.

I climbed down from the loft, trying to clear my head and think. There was a certain level of difficulty involved with doing anything against Mr. Black. At the same time, I had already managed to stop his bullshit once before. Tarakona, on the other hand? I had promised him I would be his soldier in this battle, and now I was about to go awol before he’d ever called on me to do anything major for him. It seemed a lousy way to start a relationship, and I had to hope that my bond to his son would be enough to smooth things over when this was over.

Assuming I wasn’t over.

I lifted my cell and dialed Prithi. If I was going to be making a run against Black, I needed my Operator to help me scout the locations and plan an offensive.

Her phone rang eight times and went to voicemail. Damn it.

“Prithi, it’s Conor. This is important. Call me back.”

I disconnected and went over to the bank of windows, pushing aside the heavy drapes and letting the sunshine hit my face. I looked down to the street below, scanning for Frank. He was going to love it when I explained our next job to him. Stop Mr. Black from being able to make him human again. Would he go for that?

He had already turned down my suggestion that Black could fix him in exchange for my life. I imagined he would stay the course now, too. It was surprising, but now that he was out from under Mr. Black, now that he was no longer shackled he seemed to enjoy being a leather. I couldn’t argue with the size and strength. I had felt it before through the mask, and I couldn’t say it was a deal I would reject if given an option between that and this.

I didn’t see him down on the street. It was okay. I could wait. I sat on my sofa and put my feet up on my coffee table, leaning my head back and closing my eyes, running over inventory in my head. I had a freezer with a couple of corpses in the corner, and another in the basement of the building. 

To be honest, what I had was sub-par. I had been so busy testing out the spells in the book Tarakona had given me that my efforts to collect good bodies had been lackluster. My best piece was a gangbanger named Turk, a bald, tattooed guy with an attitude. He enjoyed mayhem and chaos, which made him relatively easy to control when the mission called for it. He was good as a distraction, and even in death, he was nimble enough to pick a lock and shoot a gun. He had some issues with keeping his mouth shut, though.

I scanned the photo I had taken, reviewing the locations. None of them were nearby, and most were in other parts of the world. It didn’t matter how good my stiffs were if I couldn’t transport them they were useless. Tarakona had airlifted them before, but I couldn’t tell Tarakona about this. 

I was going to have to go it alone.

The front door opened at the same time, and Frank came lumbering in with his arms wrapped around two massive bags of groceries.

“I thought if we’re going to work together, we need to keep our energy up,” he said.

The head of a bunch of carrots was sticking up out of one of the bags. 

“I haven’t eaten carrots since I was twelve,” I said.

“No wonder you got cancer, pal,” he replied.

Well, not completely alone. At least I had my trogre. “Leave the bags on the counter. We’ve got work to do.”


























CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Something stupid this way comes[image: Image]




“SO WHY ARE WE GOING to Vegas?” Frank asked. 

We were riding in the back of a cab on our way to the airport. I was still ruffled over how much it had cost to get a seat on a leather-friendly jet, especially when I remembered that I wasn’t getting paid a damn thing for the job. I had to get out of the damsels in distress business. It only paid off a third of the time.

“Because my Operator won’t answer her fucking phone,” I replied. 

I had been trying to call Prithi for the two hours it had taken us to get organized. That had included packing my tools of the trade in a way that the TSA wouldn’t notice, getting more clothes for Frank, and hooking up with a local trader to make a withdrawal from my account onto a new secured card. I had gone to voicemail every single time, and if I hadn’t been slightly worried about her welfare, I might have been even more angry.

“Is that the Indian girl you were talking to last night?” he asked.

“Yeah. Her name is Prithi. She’s a pain in the ass.”

He laughed in a low rumble. “My sister’s like that.”

“Is she Indian?”

He laughed harder. “Nah, pal. She’s Hispanic like me.”

“You’re Hispanic? Frank Dobson?”

He was laughing hard enough that his guffaws were vibrating the interior of the cab. “I’m just messing with you, pal. I’m Irish and Polish.” He pointed a huge finger at me. “But keep the jokes to yourself.”

“I don’t tell jokes,” I said. Frank was going to find out sooner or later that nobody cared where you were from when you were a leather. Nobody gave a crap if you were Asian or African or whatever. You were a leather, and that was it. 

“I don’t know. You seem like a light-hearted kind of fella to me.”

I glared at him, and he laughed. He had been through some kind of crazy shit, and the fact that he was still so jovial was pissing me off. Everyone should be as miserable about life as I was.

“Seriously, though,” he said. “What the hell have I gotten myself into?”

“I warned you last night, and again this morning.”

“Yeah, I know.” 

He was silent. I stared out the window, watching the other cars go by in the opposite direction, most of them cabs. The reversal had done a lot to get cars off the road and people using mass transit. I guess the possibility of having your car snatched up by a giant eagle or attacked by a griffin was enough to convince most people there was safety in size and numbers. They saw the news reports and probably thought it was an everyday occurrence when in reality the Houses did a pretty good job of monitoring the wildlife and keeping it clear of civilization. That didn’t mean occasional attacks didn’t happen, but they were rare enough that I never gave it much thought. It was much rarer than dying in an accident between two cars, but that had never gotten people off the road.

I picked up my phone and called Prithi again. I didn’t want to go to Vegas. Not only did I hate the place in general, but it brought back too many Jin memories that I wasn’t ready to confront. At least one of the starred locations on the list was in LA, a short drive from the desert. I had mapped it online before we left, getting a satellite view of a huge Hollywood-type mansion perched on the edge of a cliff. It seemed a little too obvious as the home of a wizard, but if I was going to trust Sandman enough to do this in the first place, I was going to trust her all the way.

The phone rang six times and went to voicemail. I disconnected. 

“Still nothing?” Frank asked. 

“No.”

“You think Mr. Black went after her?”

It was the possibility I didn’t want to consider. She was using a Blackout server, so her involvement should have been invisible, and besides it was bad form to go after an Operator instead of the ghost. Still, I couldn’t rule it out completely. Not when Amos had already shot up the inside of a motel to get closer to me. 

It was nice to think I was keeping Black off-balance, even if no part of me believed it was true.

“It isn’t likely. She’s probably doing something stupid like having sex.”

“In the morning? For two hours? That’s the kind of girl I want to meet.”

“Number one, she’s gay. Number two, you would crush her.”

“Yeah. That’s a downside, isn’t it? I mean, every part of me is bigger, right? But I guess I need to stick to my own kind or risk killing someone. Except have you seen female trolls? Ugh.” He shook his head. “The ogres aren’t much better.”

“To each their own,” I said. “Some are better looking than others.”

“Would you go with an ogre? If they wouldn’t crush you, I mean?”

“I’m not a racist if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Nah. There’s a difference between being racist and being open-minded when it comes to matters of the heart. Beauty in the eye of the beholder, and all that.”

“Now you’re talking about love, not lust. I’ve never had the opportunity, but I wouldn’t discriminate like that.”

“That’s easy to say. Before I was this, I never would have considered another race.”

“Not even an elf?”

“Especially not an elf. Close to being human, but not quite. You ever heard of the uncanny valley?”

“That usually gets defined in relation to machines. Fake things.”

“It still applies here. Elves are so much like humans, except not quite. It made my skin crawl every time I was around one. And I don’t mean that to sound like a racist asshole. I’m just being honest with you.”

“What about now?”

“I don’t know. Stick me with an elf and we’ll find out. I’m looking at my own type with new eyes, though.”

I knew what he was saying about elves, but like most other humans I found the slight differences appealing instead of repulsive. Again, to each their own. 

I called Prithi again. She didn’t answer again. The cab veered off the highway, the airport coming into view ahead. A helicopter hung in the air above it, a gun mounted on either side of the fuselage, along with a pair of gunners. They were keeping watch for things that might crash a plane if they slammed into it or got pulled into the engines. 

I pocketed the phone and returned my attention to the window, watching the airport draw nearer. My anger was turning to worry in a hurry.

I could only hope she was doing something stupid.


























CHAPTER FOURTEEN

A gentle interlude[image: Image]




I WAS THE ONLY HOMO sapien on the flight.

I had expected that I would be in the minority on the converted 747. I hadn’t expected I would be the only one on it that wasn’t at least nine feet tall and covered in greenish-gray skin. Even the stewards and stewardesses were new humans, which left me to wonder if the pilots were too.

Not that there was anything wrong with it.

Fortunately, I was used to being one of a kind, and so I settled into my oversized seat with a calm that I doubted any other pure human passenger could have mustered. I got a lot of stares, and I knew they were making comments about me, but I was used to that. My half-deadness led to plenty of stares of their own, and I was happy that for once it wasn’t the predominate factor that was generating the looks. 

Frank wasn’t as comfortable, and it was obvious. In part, it had to be because he was getting as many stares as I was. He was a hybrid, and while that genetic combination was possible via natural means, it was also rarer than a Yeti sighting. The main difference between him and me was that the leathers were talking to him, asking him questions about his heritage in a way that was both endearingly curious in a social-bonding way, and also incredibly rude.

 And of course, he wasn’t going to tell them the truth about his creation, which left him stuttering and me laughing behind my hoodie as he tried to make up enough lies to cover the fact that he was an experiment gone bad. It impressed me that he continued to stay upbeat during the first hour of the flight when the bombardment was the worst. It amused me when one of the female ogres on board passed him her phone number.

I spent the last half of the trip with my eyes closed, enjoying the silence that came from being high above the magical fields. It gave me a rare chance just to be Conor Night, the plain, ordinary human, instead of Conor Night the necromancer.

Until the demon in my carry-on decided to ruin it.

“It is coming.”

The voice drove its way into my head from nowhere, jarring my eyes open and causing me to sit up straight. The leathers around us gave me a look while I glanced up at the compartment where my bag was resting. The mask and dice were inside.

“It is coming,” the thing repeated, its laughter echoing in my skull around its voice.

“What are you talking about?” I whispered.

“You will see. You will see. We have a deal. A bargain. A pact. When it comes, you will understand.”

I put my hands on my head as if that could relieve some of the pressure. “When what comes?”

“You are mine, Necromancer. The power of a soul, for the power of a soul. Do not forget. We have a deal.”

The laughter grew louder, and I clenched my teeth and leaned forward, trying not to look too crazy. I had no idea what the demon was talking about. I only knew that it wasn’t good. I hated that my trust in the evil thing that lived in the dice had diminished even as my reliance on it had increased. I hated how much I knew I would need it to handle this job, even while I increasingly despised its existence. I had used the artifacts only sparingly in the last few months, but even then my need to wear the ring had continued to solidify the bond I knew had been forming since I had taken the dice from New Orleans.

“Are you okay, boss?” Frank asked, noticing that I was shaking.

The demon’s laughter was diminishing. Why had it decided to remind me of our deal now, of all times? There was no part of me that believed it was a coincidence.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” I lied.

Everything was changing too much, too fast. 

It left a sour taste in my mouth and a sick twist in my stomach that for once wasn’t because of the cancer.


























CHAPTER FIFTEEN

All apologies[image: Image]




VEGAS.

STEPPING OFF THE PLANE and into the ugly, slot machine infested hallways of the airport did nothing to improve my mood, which had been beyond sour since the entity in the mask decided to flex its muscle. I had been stuck on the flight for hours after that, forced to listen to Frank keep going on and on with the ogre woman behind us, growing more comfortable and flirtatious in his new skin as the minutes passed.

He was a beaming ray of golden sunshine as we trekked across the concourse toward the cabs outside, and even my thick hood couldn’t keep him out.

“I’m starting to like this,” Frank said, practically bouncing beside me. “Girls never gave me much attention when I was human. Probably because I was pretty ugly for a pure.” He guffawed annoyingly. “I’m still ugly, but the scales are a little more balanced now.”

“I’m happy for you, Frank,” I said. “Can you stop talking?”

“Why so sour, Conor?” he asked. “You and me are going to do great things. I can feel it.”

“My operator, my friend, isn’t answering her phone. She’s been ignoring me for the last ten hours. That’s a problem for me.”

I didn’t mention the mask. He wouldn’t get it anyway.

His beaming faded slightly. “Yeah. Don’t worry, boss, we’ll find her. Like you said, she’s probably just tied up with her girlfriend.”

“Two hours is a stretch. Nearly half a day is either impossible or disgusting.”

“You never spent a day in bed with anyone?”

I thought about Karen. We had always taken our time. Not ten hours worth of it. “No. You?”

“I wish.”

We reached the line of cabs, waiting with many of the other leathers who had gotten off the same flight. The ogre woman was near the front of the line, and when she saw Frank she smiled and waved.

“You need a ride?” she asked, waving to her cab.

Frank looked at me. I nodded. 

“Yeah, we do. Thanks, Tiffany.”

We circumvented the que, piling in behind Tiffany.

“This is my friend, Conor,” Frank said.

“Nice to meet you,” Tiffany said.

I put out my hand. She drew back slightly at the sight of it before shaking, careful to keep her grip lax. 

“Where to?” the driver asked. He was a leather, too. An orc. They were shorter than ogres, with tougher, spiny skin. 

I gave the driver the address to Myra’s apartment, not far from the New York, New York Hotel where the Blackout was hidden. 

“I’m going to the strip,” Tiffany said. She looked at Frank. “I’m not sure where just yet. I figured I would decide once I got here. Have you ever been to Vegas before?” 

“Not me,” Frank said. “I was locked-” He paused. “I didn’t get much time off from my old job.”

The cab started rolling. I leaned back and tried to remove myself from the conversation.

“What about you, Conor?” Tiffany asked.

So much for that. 

“A couple of times.”

There was silence while she waited for me to elaborate. I didn’t.

“I’ve never been here either,” Tiffany said. “Maybe we can meet later, and show each other around?”

“Heh. Yeah, sure, I would-” Frank noticed me glaring at him. “I don’t think we’ll have time. I’ve got your number, though.”

“Are you his friend or his keeper?” she said, looking at me. “It’s just like a pure to try to lead us along by a leash like we’re some kind of animal.”

I held my mouth shut to keep the groan from coming out. Racism wasn’t limited to one side. 

“He isn’t leading me,” Frank said. “We’re business partners, and we have a job to take care of. It wouldn’t be fair for me to leave him to it on his own; it’s both our asses at stake.”

Tiffany seemed satisfied with the explanation. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I get a little carried away sometimes. I had a friend when I was growing up. She was a troll. She went to school one day and never came back.”

That got me to look at her. “They took her?”

“Someone did. Her parents were heartbroken, and so was I.”

Trolls were the most in-demand of all the new humans because of the healing power of their puss. I wasn’t going to tell Tiffany that her friend was probably still alive, having spent however many years in captivity, being drained daily for the milky substance. 

“I’m sorry,” I said.

She stared at me as if I were speaking another language. “You’re sorry?”

“Conor’s no anti-leather,” Frank said.

“There’s something about you, though,” Tiffany replied.

“I’m dying,” I said. “I have cancer.”

She froze. I could imagine her brain trying to get her lips to say, “I’m sorry.” She looked away instead. Her compassion only went so far.

Frank noticed it too, and he didn’t seem that happy about it. We fell into an uncomfortable silence.

It stayed that way until we reached our destination.


























CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Smooth operator[image: Image]




“MYRA! PRITHI!” 

I KNOCKED HARD on the door the apartment for the third time. 

For the third time, nobody answered.

“Want me to smash it?” Frank asked.

“And bust her door? No.” 

I opened my bag and dug through it, picking up the flight-secure box inside. It looked like one of those fancy aluminum briefcases the bad guys always carried their millions in but was way better than that. This one had been magicked to be invisible to any kind of inspection other than visual, and would have cost me a fortune if Tarakona hadn’t given it to me as a gift.

I clicked it open and grabbed my picks from inside.

“Woah. What’s that?” Frank asked. 

I looked up at him. He was looking at the mask.

I glanced at it for a second, shivered, and closed the case. “Let’s hope you don’t have a chance to find out.”

I put the box bag in the bag, knocked one more time, and then picked the lock. I felt my breath catch in my throat as I pushed the door open.

A pair of almost-full wine glasses were sitting on top of the coffee table, next to a vape pen. A sweet smell lingered in the air, but it wasn’t pheromones. 

“Cookies,” Frank said, drawing in a heavy breath of air.

Nothing in the apartment was disturbed. A tray of chocolate chip cookies was on the counter in the open kitchen. None of them were missing.

It was as if they had just vanished where they were standing.

Not good.

“Prithi?” I said again. I didn’t expect anyone to answer. There was nobody here.

“What happened to them?” Frank asked.

I shook my head, crossing the living room to the bedroom in the back. I pushed the door open, hoping there might be some indication of what had happened. If Mr. Black had taken them, he would want me to know about it.

I paused when I saw Myra laying on top of the still-made bed. She was wearing a white, silk nightgown, her arms at her sides.

“Myra?” I said, moving over to her.

I could sense Frank in the doorway behind me as I leaned down over her. 

“Myra?” 

I checked her pulse. It was steady. In fact, her eyes opened the moment I touched her. 

She gasped, breathing in as if she had forgotten how, bolting upright. She saw Frank instead of me and started to scream.

I put my hand over her mouth.

“Myra, it’s Conor. Shut up.”

Her eyes flicked over to me, and she stopped making noise. Her chest was heaving in panic.

“Where’s Prithi?” I asked.

She stared at me for a second, biting her lip. “He took her.”

“Who?”

She glanced over at Frank before leaning closer to me and whispering.

“You know who.”

It was the way she said it that told me all I needed to know.

Death.

“Why?”

“He can’t find you.”

“So he came after Prithi?”

“He wants to talk.”

“Son of a bitch. Where?”

“Not yet. You have a job to do.”

Death knew about my job? Not only that, but he wanted me to do it? I suddenly felt a lot less sure about helping Sandman out. There were forces at play here that were bigger than me or Mr. Black.

“Then why did he take my Operator?”

“Incentive? Insurance? Amusement? I don’t know. Do the job, get her back.”

“I take it you’re my Operator, then?”

She seemed to snap out of whatever meta-control Death had her under. She nodded. “It looks like it.”

I turned and headed for the doorway. 

“Get dressed. We’re on the clock.”

Frank backed out of the door as I approached.

“I’m gonna go grab a cookie,” he said.


























CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

At least we agree on something[image: Image]




IT TOOK THIRTY MINUTES FOR Myra to shower and dress. Frank had finished the entire batch of cookies save for one by then, offering her the final morsel as she emerged from the bedroom.

“Cookie?” he said.

“Who are you?” Myra asked. She had put on a little weight since I had seen her last, going from waifish to almost chubby. Did Prithi like her better that way, or had she just gotten a little too comfortable?

“Frank Dobson,” Frank said, holding out his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“Careful, Myra,” I said. “Frank hasn’t been a trogre for very long.”

Myra took a single finger in her hand to shake. “Trogre?”

“Troll plus ogre,” Frank said. “Conor made it up.”

“Witty,” she deadpanned. “So, seriously. What the fuck?”

“I’m still working on that,” I replied. “I’m sorry you got involved.”

“It seems like Pree is always getting involved in something when it comes to you.”

Pree? I suppose it was better than Pissy.

“She only met you because of me.”

“That’s the only reason I haven’t tried to stick a fork in your eye.”

“Ouch,” Frank said.

Myra looked at him. “You should reconsider your association with the Baron if you know what’s good for you. I’ve heard the stories. People wind up hurt or dead when he’s around. Everyone but him.”

“That’s not fair,” I said. “Especially where Prithi’s concerned. She got herself involved.”

“Whatever. How many other ghosts have a direct relationship with fucking Death?”

“Death?” Frank asked.

“It’s a long story,” I said. “If you’re in, suck it up and help me. Otherwise, I’ll bring Prithi back once I finish the job.”

“Alive?”

Ouch. History made that one cut. “Yes.”

“No. I’m coming. You need a nerd, and I’m the only one around. What’s the job?”

“I’ll explain in the car.”

“Have it your way, Jack Skellington.”

Frank laughed. I continued to the front door and out without looking back.

They trailed behind me. Frank whispered something to Myra, who laughed and whispered back. I hated being the odd man out. I was also used to it.

I had called a cab while we were waiting for Myra, and it was sitting at the curb when we left the apartment building. Myra threw her crap in the trunk, and we piled in. I sat up front with the driver, another orc.

“I need to rent a van,” I said, pointing back at Frank. “One that he’ll fit in.”

“No worries,” the driver replied. 

He dropped us off at a rental place five minutes later. Thirty minutes after that we were loaded into a vehicle fit for a trogre and on our way.

“Okay, you told me you would brief me when we hit the road,” Myra said. “Spill it.”

I looked over at her and checked Frank in the rearview. I had already given him the short version. 

“Mr. Black is keeping a prisoner. We’re going to set her free.”

“I heard you say Mr. Black. The rest of it was all gibberish.”

“You heard me.”

“Where is this prisoner being held?”

“Mr. Black’s home.”

“Which one?”

“The real one.”

“What do you mean?”

It wasn’t common knowledge that Black had an underwater evil wizard asshole lab. Even Tarakona didn’t know about it, and I had decided not to tell him. Thinking about it made me wonder if that had been a good idea. Maybe he could have Godzilla’d the place if he knew about it.

“Black has a secret hideout. The door to it moves around all the time, to locations around the world. We have someone on the inside who gave me a list of some of the locations. The job is to find the door, go through it, and rescue the prisoner.”

“You want to go into Mr. Black’s house? His real house?” Myra’s face had gone pale. “And Death is holding Prithi captive to make sure you do it?”

“I was going to do it anyway, but yeah, I guess he’s worried I’ll chicken out once I start running into some opposition.”

“Some opposition?” Myra said, he voice half shout and half squeak. “He’s going to throw everything he has at you.”

“Then it’s a good thing I can decay magic.”

“Conor, this can’t be done. It can’t. Pree is as good as dead.”

“I don’t think so. Even if I die, Death won’t punish her for my failure. In fact, he’ll have to come to collect me.” 

I paused again. If I was still wearing the ring, would Death know how to find me? What would happen to me if he couldn’t? For some reason, that scared me more than the alternative.

“I don’t want Pree working with you anymore. Do you hear me? When this is over, so is your little enterprise. Find another Operator. The money isn’t worth this.”

I doubted that Myra could unilaterally make a decision like that. I shrugged. “Whatever you say.”

That satisfied her enough that she sat back and stared out the window. 

I got about thirty seconds of silence out of it.

“So, Conor,” Frank said. “When you say Death, you mean what, exactly? A dude in black robes carrying a scythe?”

“What happens when you die?” I asked.

“I don’t know, what?”

“I don’t know either. But the Death I’m referring to does. I don’t know if he has control over it, but he definitely has power enough to see it and touch it. He hates me because I’m still alive when I’m not supposed to be. He’s threatened me, and he’s tried to take me captive.” I held up my hand. “This ring makes me invisible to him.”

“Then he took Prithi because of that thing,” Myra said.

“I didn’t know that would happen. The point is, he has a beef with me, and only me. I don’t know what he wants to talk about. I always assumed he would do what he could to force me to die, and that would be that.”

“Maybe he wants to interview you on your experiences?” Frank laughed at his own, lame joke. “Oh, come on, pal. It sounds like we’ve got our hands full enough already. If this Death really is the Death, he’s got time to be patient.”

“Yeah, I guess he does.” 

“So where are we headed?”

“Los Angeles. The first target on Sandman’s list is there.”

“Sounds good to me.”

“What’s in it for you, Frank?” Myra asked. “Is he paying you for this?”

“Nah. He helped me out of a tight spot, and I’m returning the favor. That’s all.”

“He helped you? It must have been an accident.”

Frank laughed. “It was. It doesn’t matter. If he’s sticking it to Black, then I’m in.”

“It’s that simple for you?”

“Yup. Say, can you put on the radio? I could go for a little Country right about now.”

“Country?” Myra said. “Forget it.”

“At least we can agree on something,” I said.
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IT TOOK SIX HOURS TO cross the passage between Vegas and LA. It was a much smoother journey than the last time I had gone from Nevada to California, and being in a van instead of a bike made it much more comfortable.

Mostly.

I normally didn’t care when people didn’t like me, and Myra had been snarky towards me since the first time we met. I felt responsible for Prithi’s abduction, and it was making me more edgy about her presence on the passenger side. I could almost feel the frigid cold of her attitude reaching across the bucket seats and wrapping itself around my neck.

Fortunately, at least this time, Frank’s effusive personality saved us both from choking on the tension. He talked almost nonstop across half the trek, covering everything from his first memory right up to the night before when I had set him free. He left nothing out. Nothing. No matter how embarrassing or stupid, if he thought it, he said it. 

I couldn’t help but like the guy, despite my best intentions not to. Anyone working a job with me had a good chance of dying. Myra had said it, I had denied it, but the truth was impossible to will away. Of the people who had gotten involved with me, only Amos had made it through in one piece, and I was convinced he was as hard to kill as any man alive.

Myra took to Frank as well, sharing some of her childhood stories along the way, joining in his bellowing laughter and making the most of a shitty situation. We were almost like a small, albeit massively dysfunctional family by the time I rolled the van to a stop in the parking lot of a dumpy looking hotel and climbed out.

“Here?” Myra said, scanning the face of it. It had been haphazardly painted purple, with an over-designed logo stenciled on it that looked like a weird cross between an ass and a breast. 

“We need to stay under two radars,” I said. “The mainstream hotels are going to be monitored.”

“Isn’t your card anonymous?”

“Yeah. But I tend to stand out in a crowd.” I lowered my hood, revealing my ugly, too small, bald head. 

“Hood up, Skellington,” Myra said, looking away.

“Aw, you aren’t so bad,” Frank said, leaning down and putting his face near mine. “We’re almost twins.”

“Shut up,” I said, circling to the back to grab my stuff. “Get your gear. Myra, I assume you brought your best equipment?”

“I brought Pree’s best equipment.”

Equipment I had bought her, at her request. It was all top of the line stuff. 

“Even better.”

I got us checked into three adjacent rooms. We had to stick to the ground floor thanks to Frank’s height. Whatever. As long as Amos didn’t show up with another big rig, we were fine. 

“Here’s the address,” I said, writing it down on the complementary notepad and handing it to Myra. “See what you can find out about it, without anyone knowing you’re looking.”

“I’m not a newbie,” Myra said.

“How many ghosts have you worked for?”

She snatched the paper from my hand without saying anything. She was a tech in the Vegas Blackout, not an Operator. She retreated to her bag, unzipping it and pulling out a narrow black rectangle, and then what looked like VR goggles. It was a newer version of the stuff the Machine developers used to code the backbone of the alternate reality. That small piece of tech had cost Tarakona a million dollars on its own. He said it was a small price for him to pay for what I had delivered, and I couldn’t disagree.

“Frank, I need you to hang out here and keep an eye on things. There are never any guarantees that we weren’t tracked, followed, or ratted out.”

“Is it okay if I order room service?”

“Eat as much as you want, just don’t let anything happen to her.”

He smiled. “Thanks, boss. Where are you going?”

“I have my own ways of collecting intel.”

“Like reviving dead people and asking them questions?”

I sighed. That was the standard popular opinion on the usefulness of necros. In truth, that particular skill wasn’t all that valuable. If a necromancer survived long enough to learn to use the death magic, the last thing on their mind would be helping the cops solve murders or dealing with crap like that. Even if it weren’t, the dead never remembered the last hour or so leading up to their demise, so unless they were being held captive somewhere, they wouldn’t have the most accurate intel to share. Personally, I found it more efficient to either take mundane channels or threaten the living.

“No,” I said.

Frank laughed. “Okay, Mr. Mysterious. Suit yourself. You want me to order anything for you?”

“I’ll be gone for a while. Myra should have my cell number if there’s an emergency.”

“Got it. See you later, pal.”

I thought about telling Myra I was leaving. She already had the goggles over her eyes, and a pair of wired gloves on her hands to help her navigate the Machine.

Fucking guilt.

I turned and left.
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I TOOK THE VAN FROM the hotel, through LA to a neighborhood that had once been known as Mid City, and today was more commonly called The District, with a capital ‘T’ in The. Why? I wasn’t sure. What I did know was that the stronger magical fields in that area made it a hive of activity for the Houses, and where the Houses had hives, ghosts gathered to pollinate.

There was a certain illogical logic to trying to stay under the radar, and at the same floating into an area like The District. It was easier for me to keep my hood up and my face in shadow and look normal there, where in other parts of LA I would just look like an idiot tourist who didn’t know how to dress for warmth, and, as a result, would get a lot of stares. 

More importantly, The District provided certain services that I had need of, and being a gathering place for multiple Houses it meant that all of those services would be completely anonymous without fear of repercussion. When every House depended on those same supply lines, it made the integrity of the lines of the utmost importance.

There were no cars allowed in The District. As far as the general populace was concerned, the area had been blockaded because it had tested positive for traces of the Creep, a House originated, mythical new world plant that was incredibly difficult to eradicate and whose spores did awful things to unsuspecting people. Naturally, the Creep was generally found in high magic areas. Regular people were terrified of getting sick from it, so they tended to stay a few blocks out just in case the spores managed to clear the walls.

I parked on the street a few blocks away from the security checkpoint, grabbing the mask and dice from my bag along with a Glock and secreting the spellbook under the driver seat with some double-sided tape. I should have left it with Frank, but I didn’t want him bending it any more than he already had.

I approached the pair of users at the checkpoint with my hood up and my hands out where they could see them. They didn’t make any attempt to look at my face as I reached them, only that my hands were in view and not about to launch anything at them. Only a ghost or House affiliate would even try to get in.

“Nice day for a stroll,” one of them said as I walked between them.

I exaggerated my nod so they could see my head move beneath my hood. 

“Enjoy your stay,” the other one said.

Places like The District didn’t tend to be very organized. There were no zoning laws or regulations, only unwritten rules like ‘don’t shoot anyone unless you want to be shot,’ or ‘there is always a user more powerful than you,’ that kept things copacetic inside. The important part was that there was no shortage of suppliers, dealers, and fixers inside the walls, along with an assortment of like-minded individuals looking for work. The downside was that these individuals tended to be the ones who didn’t have the resources to do the same work inside the Machine, and so the available jobs on the inside tended to be garbage. I had done my time with those jobs. Most ghosts had.

I wasn’t there looking for work. I bypassed everything and everyone without giving them a second thought, making a beeline for a small storefront a couple of blocks from the checkpoint. There were no signs on any of the shops around here. If you were there, you knew where you wanted to go. 

The store was barren up front, just a cracked tile floor that led to a counter with an empty glass showcase up front. An older woman was standing behind it with a bored look on her face.

“I’m here to pick up,” I said. 

“Package ID?”

I lifted my cell and checked the note I had left for myself. “329WK23212232.”

She disappeared into the back without a word, returning a minute later with a small box and dropping it unceremoniously on the counter.

I picked up the box, catching a glimpse out of the ghost in the back who was guarding the deliveries. He was wearing body armor and carrying a nasty looking machine gun. He gave me a slight nod when he saw that I saw him and then vanished into the shadows.

“Have a nice day,” I said.

The woman didn’t respond. 

I carried the package out, through the checkpoint and back to the van. I climbed into the back, closed the door, and set it on the bed behind the seats. Then I reached out, sending a thread of power from the outside of the box to the inside. Six months ago I had to touch a dead thing to bring it back. Even fairly healthy, my power was still growing. Or at least, my ability to use it was.

I felt the soul rejoin the body. The box began to shift as the dead thing inside it started to panic, unable to see. I peeled the tape from the box, setting it free.

The slightly decayed cat came right to me, rubbing itself against my leg and emitting a ghostly, mangled purr.

“It’s good to see you too, Mr. Timms,” I said, patting Danelle’s dead cat on the head. 

It was tough to transport a human corpse across the country, even using ghost channels. A dead feline was a different story. 

What I lacked in firepower, I would make up for with stealth.
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Harder than I thought[image: Image]




I PARKED THE VAN FOR a second time about a quarter of a mile away from Black’s mansion. Mr. Timms was laying calmly on the passenger seat, chilling out as if he were still alive. That was the biggest difference between animals and people. Animals always acted the same as they had the first time around. They had no clue they were dead.

I leaned over and shoved open his door a little bit, nudging him with my magic. He lifted his head, looked at me, stood, stretched, and jumped out. 

I closed the door, and then my eyes. I followed the thread to him, letting his eyes become mine.

I didn’t need to have Mr. Timms airlifted from Jersey to LA. I’m sure I could have found a dead cat, or rat, or whatever, somewhere. I had done it plenty of times before. But Timms knew me, and was cool with me, which made him that much easier to control, and that meant I could reach further before losing my control. To be honest, I was afraid to get too close to one of Black’s homes. 

I was already about three thousand miles closer than I wanted to be.

I pushed the cat into a run, sending him dashing through the brush toward the house. It was situated at the top of a hill, with a nice overlook of the Pacific beyond. Satellite imagery showed the house had a wall around it, but it also had a couple of access gates made of fancy wrought iron with openings plenty large enough for Timms to slip through. He did a few minutes later, bypassing the guard that was watching the gate without being noticed.

A quick slink along the wall, and then a run across the lawn, followed by another low, slow crouch got me to the back of the mansion. It was a massive thing, at least fifteen thousand square feet, with an ornate roof and lots of chimneys. Fortunately, one of those was on the outer edge of the house and made of brick, which was the perfect setup to get Mr. Timms scaling the side up to the rooftop. Zombie cats were stronger than living cats. Pound for pound, they were comparatively stronger than zombie people because they had zero concept of limits.

Timms reached the rooftop, and I guided him along the edge, peeking his head over every twenty feet or so in search of an open window. The weather was pleasant today. Perfect for a nice breeze. While I doubted Black was in the place, I was sure he had help inside, and I was betting they would want to bring the outside in.

My hunch paid off a few minutes later, as I saw a light drape blow through an open portal one floor down. Timms pushed back a little bit as I nudged him toward the edge, his confidence in going up shattered by his cat fear of getting down. He wanted to please me though, and he kept going until he had his claws dug into the stone and was sliding down to the open window.

He dropped inside and scurried from the window behind a dresser. I brought him out slowly, surveying the room. Empty. The window was open, so of course the door was too.

I hadn’t sent him in expecting him to be able to discern if this location was the special one. Instead, I used him to navigate the layout, taking note of furniture, blind spots, and possible security details so that when I went in I would already have an understanding of the home’s machinations. He didn’t let me down, managing to get from open room to open room unseen, pressing behind furniture to hide when the maids went by, staying silent as he padded around the property.

I didn’t get a hint of any users until I reached the ground floor. He was a younger guy in a slick gray suit, slouched on a sofa and watching a television that was bigger than Frank. I only knew he was a user because he was flipping the channels without touching or saying anything. He didn’t notice Mr. Timms as the cat made its way to the back of the sofa, underneath, and then out the side. I got the cat into position so I could study the user’s face. I would describe him to Myra later and see if she could find a match somewhere. There was never a downside to knowing what you were dealing with ahead of time.

I was about to send Mr. Timms out to continue casing the house when I caught the sound of approaching footsteps. I sent him back under the sofa instead, and he crouched low while a pair of feet in combat boots entered the room and paused. 

“Zero, I just got a call from Mr. Loehmann. He said we’ve got a code orange.”

The television went off, and Zero’s feet appeared in front of Timms. He was wearing a pair of shiny black Pradas or something, which tempted me to take a swipe at the ankles.

“Code orange?” Zero said. “I haven’t heard anything.”

“He said the message came directly from Black.”

 “Shit. Go tell the others. If someone is in the mansion, we need to find them or it’s going to be our asses.”

“Yes, sir,” the man said, backing out of the room.

I opened my eyes, bringing my consciousness back to the van. I had assumed I would be able to get in without Mr. Black noticing. I had been wrong. The good news was that the level of security in the house made me feel pretty good about finding the doorway to the abyss inside.

The bad news?

This was going to be a lot harder than I thought.


























CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Don’t mansion it[image: Image]




I LEFT MR. TIMMS UNDER the sofa. I didn’t think anyone would notice him under there, and with the security detail on alert I wasn’t confident I could get him back out unseen. It was bad enough they knew someone had broken the perimeter. They didn’t need to know who or what.

I wondered if Black was keeping an eye on all of his properties, or if it was the biggest clue of all that this one, the first on the list and one of the two Sandman had starred, was the pot of gold. I wanted to believe that it was. I also knew nothing ever came that easy for me.

The law of averages would suggest things would balance out sooner or later, but so far in my life the law of averages had been for everyone else.

Myra was still in the Machine when I opened the door to my hotel room, while Frank was sleeping in my bed. Some guard. He was lucky that nobody seemed to know we were here, especially since Myra didn’t seem to notice my return. I stepped over to the trogre and put my hand on his wrist, sending just enough of my power into him to wake him up with a start.

“What the?” he grumbled, trying to get into fighting position. He stopped himself when he saw me, looking down at my hand on his wrist with huge, fearful eyes. “Don’t hurt me, boss.”

I let him go. “Do you want to do this or not?” I asked.

“Yeah. Sorry. It’s been a long couple of days.”

“If anyone else had come through that door, you would both be dead.”

He stared at the ground. “I know. Damn it.”

I scowled at him before turning to Myra. She had noticed Frank’s commotion, and surprised me by having both removed the goggles, and produced a pistol from her bag that was aimed at my forehead.

“Shit, Conor,” she said, lowering it. “I almost shot you.”

“I didn’t know you were packing. How did you get that on the plane?”

“It’s plastic,” she replied. “Expensive as hell. Prithi bought it just in case.”

“How come I didn’t know about plastic guns?”

“Like you need it.”

“Did you get anything for me?”

“Of course. Let me open the screen.” She tapped something on the box and a narrow screen curved out. She moved her hands in the gloves, and data appeared on it. “I got my hands on payment records for the security detail that’s keeping an eye on the property.”

“Worthless,” I said.

Maybe I should have been a little more gentle. She glared at me. “What?”

“It’s a dummy account, and even if that team is real they’re amateurs at best. Didn’t Prithi teach you anything?”

“You asshole. It took me two hours to get that intel.”

“I appreciate the effort, I do. It isn’t going to help me. Anyway, I stopped by the mansion while I was out. I need you to see what you can find on a ghost nicknamed Zero. You won’t find him on public channels.”

“Where did you get that name?”

“I heard someone call him that. Problem number two is that Black knew someone was casing the house. I’m not used to my accomplices drawing attention like that.”

“He knew you were there?”

“Not me specifically. Someone. His team is on alert. I expect they’ll stay that way for a few days.”

“So we’re going to pick another target, right?” Myra said. “You have a whole list of them.”

“Sandman called this one out, and based on the volume of security, it may be the one. No, I have to go in.”

“How do you know they won’t send in reinforcements?”

“I don’t. I can handle that, but I need to at least know what kind of user Zero is. He turned a television off with his magic, so he may be an electro, which wouldn’t make me very happy.”

“Okay, okay. I’m on it.” Myra pushed the screen back into the box and returned the goggles to her head. “What did he look like?”

“Young. Twenties maybe. Thin. Light brown hair. Wore a fancy suit and fancier shoes.”

“A metro?”

“Not quite.”

“Gay then.”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“I’ll see what I can dig up.”

Frank had gotten up and was picking some old french fries from a plate on the nightstand. There were three more trays stacked under it. “So, how do we get inside?” he asked.

“You don’t,” I replied. “You’re way too obvious.”

“How do you get inside?”

I wasn’t sure. I could have used a little help from my friends right about now, but I had lost all of them. Dannie, Jin, Amos, Prithi. Dead or gone. All I had left was an amateur Operator and a trogre. I needed to make use of them, but how?

“I need to think for a while. If you’re going to sleep, go do it in your own room.”

“Nah, I’m good. I’ll keep an eye on things outside.”

He patted me softly on the shoulder and left the room. I retreated to the corner, sliding down the wall and sitting on the floor with my head in my hands. I was getting into these situations too often lately. In fact, it almost seemed like the pace of the shit hitting the fan was increasing. How was I going to get into Mr. Black’s mansion without being seen? There was no time to come up with an approach. Mr. Timms had given me a sense of the layout, which helped, but there was no such thing as enough preparation.

I didn’t know how long I was sitting there. An hour or more. I ran through a hundred scenarios in my mind, finding holes in all of them. It was hard enough to break into a house when the people inside didn’t know you were coming. What about when they did?

What would Dannie have done?

She would have told me I was a stupid ass for getting into this in the first place.

I smiled at the thought. Maybe that was my problem. Maybe I was trying to be a little too smart about things.

Keep it simple.

I looked over at Myra, who was looking back at me.

“I thought you were sleeping,” she said.

“No. Thinking. How did it go?”

“You were right about Zero. He’s an electro. One of Black’s, not a ghost. He’s well-trained. I’ve got a whole dossier on him.”

“I knew you could do it,” I said.

“You did not.”

I didn’t argue. 

“Do you want to see it?” she asked.

“No.”

“Are you trying to piss me off?”

“Not really. And I’m sorry about before. I was an asshole.”

“Yeah.”

“I know you’re worried about Prithi. I promise I’ll get her back.”

Myra stared at me, her tough, I-hate-you exterior beginning to crumble. “How? How are you even going to do this?”

I got to my feet. I needed to find Frank.

“I have a plan.”
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WE STAYED IN THE HOTEL for another four hours, waiting while the sun dropped below the horizon and the sky began to dim. Frank was still outside when I exited the building, tapping the small transmitter in my ear to make sure it was doing something. Myra could only be so much help during a run like this, but I wanted her to at least let me know if anything I was doing attracted the attention of the cops.

“Quiet night,” Frank said as I approached.

“I like quiet,” I said. “Let’s hope we can keep it that way.”

“We?” he asked, looking down at me.

“Yeah. My new plan requires a trogre. Do you know where I can get one?”

He smiled. “I’m your man, boss.”

“Then let’s go.”

He followed me to the van. We climbed in and started rolling.

“You think I might need a gun?” he asked as I pulled out of the parking lot.

“I don’t have anything that will fit your hands, and we don’t have time to make a pitstop.”

“Oh.” He paused. “How am I supposed to help you then?”

“You’re an awfully big target.”

“A distraction. Right.”

“More than a distraction. Besides, you can take a few hits from most weaponry without getting seriously injured.”

“I can still be electrocuted.”

“I’ll take care of Zero. You do what you did back at the research facility and we’ll have no problems.”

“Is there more to this plan of yours?”

Keep it simple. Frank was an asset I could use to my advantage. 

“Not really.”

“You aren’t making me feel any better.”

“You aren’t going to die if that’s what’s bothering you. Zero needs line of sight to attack, and I’ll put down anything he sends our way. This isn’t how I usually like to approach things either, but we have a week, and we’ve almost burned a day of it already.”

Besides that, two hours of thought had resulted in nothing. If I had a few more days to use Mr. Timms to get the full layout of the place, if I had Prithi to gather full records from places Myra probably didn’t even know about, if I had guns and ammo and Amos, then maybe I could have formulated something a little less risky. 

But I didn’t.

So I couldn’t.

And that was that.

We made the drive in almost silence. Frank started whistling at some point, the sound awkward and difficult for him to manage, owing to his wide mouth and large teeth. He kept at it, though, to the point where if I hadn’t been so focused on what was coming I might have been more annoyed. He stopped whistling as I slowed, turning onto the long driveway that led up to the gate in front of the house, and then to the house.

“Shouldn’t we park somewhere and head in on foot? I burgled a few homes in my time before I got big and ugly. This isn’t how it’s done.”

“We aren’t robbing the house,” I said. “We’re assaulting it.”

“Wha-”

He paused mid sentence as I pegged my foot to the floor, gunning the engine and sending us accelerating down the driveway. Yeah, it was anything but subtle. Yeah, Mr. Black was surely going to know it was me. But who else would it be? Either me or Tarakona. Nobody else was that stupid.

The gate came into view a few seconds later, the light of the guard station behind it creating a slight glare on the windshield. I leaned forward as if that could give the car a little more oomph.

“You might want to duck,” I said, expecting bullets to start peppering the car.

The gate filled my view, and then the van slammed into it, the sound of the collision echoing across the night as the hood dented in before throwing the halves violently aside. 

I made it about fifty feet before slamming on the brakes.

“Fuck me,” I said softly, the van coming to a rough stop.

The house was gone.

“Uh, I take it you didn’t plan this?” Frank said.

I stared at the flat terrain, a splotch of dirt in the outline of the foundation the only evidence that it had ever existed at all. A dark blob was sitting roughly in the middle of it. I didn’t need to get close to know what it was.

“He moved the entire house,” I said, still trying to come to terms with the idea of it. 

“Are you sure? Maybe he just made it invisible.”

It wasn’t invisible. It was gone. I was sure of it.

That was when the bullets started coming.

They pinged off the sheet metal from every direction at once, the echoes of the shot following shortly after, the volume enough to hurt my ears. I crouched low between the driver and passenger seat while Frank spread flat on his stomach in the back. He grunted as bullets clipped him, but his thick skin and the loss of velocity from the ricochet kept him intact.

“Don’t move,” I said, holding my arms up in front of my face. Slugs shattered the windows and thumped against the interior, coming way too close to me. My trench was bulletproof and would probably allow me to survive the barrage, but there were no guarantees.

Besides, I had to assume Zero was out there somewhere.

The gunfire stopped as quickly as it had started. I was left hugging myself tight, cowering between the seats while smoke from the decimated engine wafted in through the shattered windows. I glanced back at Frank. He was looking at me with a smile on his face.

Was there anything that could get him down?

Then, just like that, the van was gone. It made a whining sound as all of the parts were wrenched away from one another at once, dropping us both into the grass while the pieces hung in the air for a moment before vanishing.

Zero couldn’t do that.

Only one person I knew could.

I put my hands in my pockets. One on the mask. One on the dice. The last thing I wanted to do was to have to try to use them against Mr. Black.

“Conor,” Black said. “Go ahead and stand up. I’m not going to hurt you unless you force me to.”

I got to my feet without withdrawing my hands, turning to face Danelle’s father. He didn’t look any different than the last time I had seen him, but it hadn’t been anywhere near long enough since then.

His eyes dropped to my hands. He wasn’t frightened. He was amused.

“They’re powerful artifacts. I’ll give you that. They won’t do a damn thing to me.”

He might have been lying. He might not have been. There was no way to know without making an aggressive move. I wasn’t about to do that.

“Your skill set is getting pretty impressive,” Mr. Black continued. “I’ve spent months trying to track you down, and you’ve managed to stay hidden to me. How did you learn to do that?”

His curiosity was genuine. He couldn’t believe anything managed to get beyond his grasp.

“It’s a secret,” I replied. “Magicians never tell.”

He laughed at that. His attention moved from me to Frank, who had finally gotten back on his feet.

“Mr. Dobson. Arrested for Grand Larceny. One of Newman’s test subjects. How do you like your new form?“

“Screw you, pal,” Frank said.

“I’m sorry for what we’ve put you through, Frank. Don’t worry. The purpose of the research was to find a way to reverse it, and we have. Did Conor tell you that?”

“Yeah. He told me.”

Black looked surprised. “Really?” he said, putting his eyes back on me. “You’ve learned how to tell the truth now?”

“Is there a point to this?” I asked. “You could have teleported me into space by now.”

“I didn’t know it was you,” Black said. “I suspected. But I didn’t know. I thought we could talk.”

“About what?”

“Why you’re here, for one. I don’t know where you got your intel, but I didn’t have a store of your medicine in the house.” He paused. “How do you like the new formula, by the way?”

I made sure to keep my poker face. Did he really think the meds were my motivation for being here or did he know the truth and was fucking with me?

“I feel a lot better,” I said. “Why do you care so much one way or another? Aren’t you better off if I’m not around?”

“I haven’t decided yet. I feel a certain, kinship, to you, Conor. Like I’m looking in an ugly, distorted mirror and at the same time seeing a perfect reflection of myself. I don’t know how else to describe it. It fascinates me, and little else has for such a long time.” He paused as if reflecting on his words before continuing. “I know you met with Tarakona a few months back. I don’t want there to be any confusion about the state of things. You know what my intentions are, and I can understand that you’re only looking out for yourself. I can help you with that. I can heal you. I can rid you of your cancer, and you can go back to whatever kind of life you want. I want to go back to some kind of life as well. You know that I can’t while the world is like this.”

“This is how the world was meant to be.”

“No. It isn’t. This is a mistake. Do you really believe people like you should still be alive, defiling souls to use them as decoys and distractions instead of passing on?”

I shrugged. It didn’t matter if I did or didn’t. The argument went beyond the personal. He was talking about genocide.

“So what do you want from me?” I asked.

“You know what I want.”

“Tarakona.”

“Yes. You’ve spoken to him. You visited him. One day soon I’ll be able to reverse almost everything else. I can’t simply undo a dragon.”

I heard Frank snort behind me, surprised by the reveal. I hadn’t been sure Black knew what he was dealing with. Tarakona had thought he did. Now it was confirmed.

“I was in his lair, ” I said. “He made me forget.” There was no point in lying about it.

“I can fix that, given a little bit of time. Let me bring you in, Conor. We can do this together, and when magic is gone from the world we can go out and get a beer as two regular human beings. As equals.”

“What if I say no?”

“I’ll kill you.”

“I thought you said you were fascinated by me.”

“My fascination only goes so far. I need this to end. For me, yes. For everyone else as well.”

“That isn’t much of a choice.”

“Choices are for the strong.”

“What about Frank?”

Black looked over at the trogre. “He’ll be taken care of.”

“I don’t want to be plain, old Frank Nobody again,” Frank said. “I hate you for what you did to me. The way you used me.” He flexed his muscles. “I like this body.”

Mr. Black smiled. “Well, whoever would have thought that? I’m sorry I’ll have to disappoint you again, Mr. Dobson. This world is a mess, and it’s my responsibility to clean it up.”

“Yeah? Who gave you that job, pal?”

“I don’t have the power of a god for nothing.”

“So you’re God now?” Frank said.

I enjoyed the fact that he wasn’t backing down. 

“Enough,” Black said. “What’s your choice, Conor?”

Because he had to make it sound like there was one. 
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I COULD FEEL THE SMOOTH bone of the dice in one hand. I could feel the rougher cut of the mask in the other. I had power if I wasn’t afraid to claim it from the thing that lived inside the artifacts. Mr. Black said it wasn’t enough to hurt him, but there was no way to know if that were true or not. 

Whatever the demon was, it had passed beyond any realm of regular mortality. Even Black couldn’t say that. Did that make it stronger? Did I want to find out?

“I know what you’re thinking,” Black said. 

“You can’t read minds.”

“I don’t need to. I can see it in your eyes. You’re wondering if your toys can overpower me.”

He started walking toward me until he was twenty feet away. 

“Go ahead, Conor. Roll the bones. I won’t retaliate. Once you understand how things are, it will make it easier for you.”

I lifted my hand from my trench, clutching the rounded squares. I brought them to my lips. “Can you kill Mr. Black?” I asked them.

The dice always told me when they were ready by becoming warm with the magic that powered them. Not only did they remain cold - I couldn’t sense the demon at all.

Was it hiding from him?

Black laughed. Not a menacing laugh. A short, triumphant chuckle. “I told you, Conor.”

A single, sharp echo sounded in the otherwise silent night.

A bullet came to a stop centimeters from Mr. Black’s head.

His smile turned into an angry, curled snarl. “You little-” he started to say, his hands coming up toward me.

I did what any sane person would do.

I hit the dirt.

I fell to the ground, whispering and casting out the death magic at the same time, hoping that Frank was following my lead behind me. Whoever had just shot at Black, all they had managed to do was piss him off. 

Fucking great.

I felt the extreme force of his magic as it launched forward. My effort to dispel it was like a piece of paper against an oncoming freight train. It managed to eat away at the leading edge, maybe just enough for me to clear the area before it whooshed over my head. I heard a hissing and popping behind me a few seconds later, and the line of trees at my back turned from fully living to ash in a fraction of a second.

I grabbed the mask, pulling it over my face, still holding the dice. 

Everything was in chaos now, as an entire army of ghosts entered the clearing, shooting at Black’s men. I caught a glimpse of Black standing in the center of it, deflecting every effort to reach him as though it were a lame joke.

“Come on, you son of a bitch, wake the fuck up,” I said to the demon.

It was silent. Vacant. What the hell?

Then a hand grabbed my arm and lifted me to my feet.

“We gotta get out of this mess, pal,” Frank said. “What’s with Halloween?” 

I was surprised to find I was happy he survived.

Black noticed me moving. I could see his attention shifting from the rest of the assault back to me. 

“We’re going to die,” I said.

But we didn’t. A streak of golden flame came from somewhere to my left, hitting Black’s magical protection hard enough to knock him back a few steps. I had never seen anything able to push him off-balance before. 

I lost that observation a moment later, as I felt the static charge of energy gathering near us. I threw my hand out in its direction, passing the death magic through my fingers. It spread out ahead of me as the lightning slammed into it, vanishing into a sea of darkness. 

“I got this,” Frank said, rushing out ahead of me. 

“Frank!” Damn him. 

Zero was a dozen yards away. Frank was closing on him in a hurry, but the user was already motioning to send another blast at the trogre. The dice were still cold in my left hand.

That didn’t mean I was helpless.

I reached under my coat, pulling my gun like an Old West gunslinger, firing in one smooth motion. 

The shot hit Zero in the leg. The aim was lousy, but it did its job. He lost his concentration, and a second later Frank barreled into him, hitting him in the head so hard I could hear the crack of his neck across the distance and above the fray.

I immediately turned to where Black had been standing, ready to make another meek attempt to defend myself.

He was gone. So was everyone else on his team that wasn’t dead. Unless all of them were dead. A tense silence fell over the clearing. I reached up and pulled off the mask, dropping it back in my pocket. Worthless piece of shit.

“Baron,” a voice said, approaching from behind me. 

I spun around, gun still in hand. 

“What the hell is going on here, Peter?” I asked. I felt a sudden urge to cough.

Tarakona’s wizard looked neat in a dark suit that hadn’t gotten at all ruffled during the fight. He was flanked by an older woman with green eyes and salt and pepper hair.

“I should ask you that,” Peter replied. “From what I understand, you aren’t currently assigned to any jobs.”

“You know?” I asked. 

He smiled. “Tarakona knows. Despite Sandman’s insistence that he shouldn’t. He isn’t as distracted as Mr. Black is these days.”

I allowed myself a half-smile. “She’s afraid Tarakona is going to imprison her. Is he?”

“I don’t know. What does it matter to you?”

“Maybe I’m getting a little tired of the Houses making decisions for other people.”

The woman took a slight step forward, extending her hand. “Baron, is that right?” she asked.

“It is,” I replied, not taking her hand just yet. “Who are you?”

“I’m Mrs. Yellow,” she replied.

I looked from Yellow to Peter, to Yellow, to Peter, and back to Yellow. I was trying to decide how apologetic I should be. My mood had gone awful since the second I’d busted through the gates.

“You threw the magic fire at Black,” I said.

“Yes. An act of war that is going to be the death of my House if we don’t act quickly.”

“What do you mean?”

“I just openly attacked the most powerful wizard on Earth,” Yellow said. “He knows it, and soon enough all of the Houses will know it.”

“Then why did you do it?”

“I think you know why. He wants to undo magic, and from what Sandman has said, he can.”

“Only if he can get every user on Earth to take one of his pills.”

“No, Baron,” Peter said. “Perhaps his trial delivery method is an injection. He’s a wizard. When the formulation is complete, he’ll make it airborne.”

Oh. Yeah. It made a lot of sense. I was an idiot for not realizing it on my own. 

“Hey, Co-” Frank interrupted us, coming to a stop next to me. “I mean, Baron. That was some crazy shit, huh?” He paused when he noticed Peter and Mrs. Yellow, putting out his massive hand. “Hey, I’m Frank. Frank Dobson. Nice to meet you.”

The two wizards stared at him in surprise, before each slowly shook his hand in turn.

“Mrs. Yellow,” she said, shaking his pinkie. 

“No way?”

“Yes.”

“As in House Yellow?”

“Yes.”

“Co- Baron here has been telling me about the Houses. If you’re aren’t a friend of Mr. Black, you’re a friend of mine.”

“Likewise, I suppose,” Yellow said.

“Peter,” Tarakona’s wizard said, using two hands to shake Frank’s.

“He works for Tarakona,” I said.

“Is he really a dragon?” Frank asked.

Peter nodded.

“Heh. And I thought I was cool to be a trogre.”

“Trogre?” Mrs. Yellow said. “Cute.”

“I thought Tarakona’s true nature was supposed to be a secret,” I said to Peter.

“Things are proceeding faster than we would have liked,” Peter replied. “We didn’t have time to shore up our position or the overall position of House Red. We needed an ally.”

“And you agreed?” I asked, looking at Yellow.

“Mr. Tarakona was rather persuasive,” she said. 

“How?”

“Do you know who I was before the reversal, Baron?”

“Nope.”

She smiled. “Neither did anyone else. I was a secretary. A nobody. Then the shift came, and I was special. I don’t want to go back to being nothing.”

“Not exactly selfless.”

“Look who’s talking. I’ve heard of your exploits, Baron. We all have. You’re the last man on Earth who should judge others for the motivations.”

As much as I hated hearing it, she had a point. “Okay. So what does all of this have to do with me?”

“You’re the only one who can get Sandman out,” Peter said.

“Why?”

“Sandman is being held by Mr. Black. All of the locks are bound with magic.”

“Right. So?”

“Peter, we don’t have time for this,” Yellow said. “He could decide to come back.”

“Yes, you’re right, ma’am,” Peter said. He reached out and grabbed my arm. “Tarakona will do a better job of explaining than I will.”

“Hang on a second,” I said. I knew what came next. I drew in the magic and pushed it out along the ground, a thin thread spiking out to the small, dark mass in the center of the field. 

Mr. Timms came running over, and I bent down and picked him up as he arrived.

“I can’t leave him behind,” I said. He was my only remaining link to Danelle. “What about my operator?”

“We’ll take good care of her,” Peter said. “You can catch up later.”

Like I had a choice, anyway.

“I have a feeling something new is about to happen,” Frank said, that undefeatable grin back on his ugly mug. 

Yellow put her right hand on him, and then took Peter’s free hand in hers.

“You might get a little nauseous,” she said.

I closed my eyes tight.
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I OPENED THEM ONE BREATH later, the effects of the travel barely affecting me. I had been carried around the world by Black a couple of times already, so I was an old pro. Frank? He wobbled a couple of steps before falling to his knees and spilling his lunch. His massive lunch.

“Disgusting,” I said, turning away. I was feeling my gut-wrench from my illness and use of magic. I had only brought two of the pills with me, and I had no idea how they would react to being out of cold storage.

“Sorry,” Frank said when he was done. “Where are we?”

“Mr. Tarakona’s home,” Peter said.

“Dragon’s Lair?” Frank said. “Will I get to meet him?”

“Yes. The Baron has made you a part of this, whether you like it or not.”

“I’m in, pal. Totally in. I haven’t had this much excitement in my whole life.”

Yellow glanced at me, her expression suggesting that his attitude was somehow my fault. I shrugged.

Peter led us from the nondescript room we had landed in through the corridors of the underground complex. My memories of my first trip here began to rematerialize as we did, the corridors jogging the nascent history that Tarakona hadn’t bothered to steal. Maybe that was what Black had thought he could take?

“How come you didn’t teleport me here the last time?” I asked. We had taken a plane, and then a car. This way was so much more convenient, if not a little disorienting.

“Because Mr. Black may have been watching. Hopefully, he was too busy regrouping to be paying attention this time.”

“Hopefully?”

“There’s no way to know for sure.”

“Was it worth the risk to bring me here?”

“I don’t know,” Peter said. “Was it?”

“I didn’t ask for your help with this. Sandman didn’t even want Mr. T to know about it.”

“But he does know, and whether or not you asked for help you clearly needed it.”

I did. Unfortunately. If Tarakona had evil plans for Sandman, for whatever reason, I would have to see what I could do about that when the time came, though the answer was most likely nothing.

“This is so cool,” Frank said behind me.

We passed through the complex, finally reaching the meeting space Peter had brought me to once before. All of the lost memories of the place came flooding back as he pulled open the door, revealing the wall of glass beyond which both Tarakona and his offspring resided.

I didn’t see the elder dragon right away. As I entered the room, Ashiira rose up to the glass, putting his eye against it and squawking when he saw me. 

He had grown over the last six months. A lot. He was easily twenty feet long, his scales looking more solid and well-formed in the dim darkness of the space above the magma flow. I walked over to the glass and put my hand to it, feeling a slight tinge of heat from the bond on my back. I claw came up and pressed itself in line with my palm.

We didn’t speak to one another. We didn’t need to.

“Are you kidding me?” Frank said. “I mean really? Are you kidding me?”

“We’ll be outside,” Peter said, drawing back with Mrs. Yellow and leaving Frank and me alone in the room.

“That’s Tarakona?” Frank asked. 

I smiled. “No. That’s his son. Tarakona is much bigger than that.”

Frank’s smile faded. “Bigger?”

“Conor.” The voice reverberated in my head, a little too loud. I grimaced and took a step back from the glass.

“Mr. Tarakona,” I said.

“I don’t like when my operatives keep secrets, Conor,” he said. 

Ashiira shrieked and flew higher, abandoning the window. A large eye replaced him a moment later. It bore into me.

I probably should have been afraid, but it had been a long day already.

“We don’t have an exclusive contract,” I replied.

His voice shivered in my head as a sort of laugh. “You’re free to work for anyone you wish, ghost. But when you aren’t being paid-”

“How do you know I’m not being paid?”

“There were no transactions posted to your account. Besides, she has nothing to pay you with.”

“Money isn’t the only thing that motivates me,” I said.

“She has nothing to keep you alive with either, necromancer.”

Was I that simple? Maybe I was. “That isn’t exactly true. Her blood can cure me.”

“She told you that?”

“Yeah.”

“She is lying.”

“How do you know?”

“Her blood is special; that is true. She is special. More special than you realize. It can be used to reverse magic. It cannot be used to cure your very human disease.”

“Can anything? Black promised me he could.”

“He was also lying. Nothing can save you, Conor. Nothing can cure you.”

“How do I know you aren’t the one lying to me?”

Another shiver of laughter. “You don’t.”

Damn Houses. Damn dragons. Why couldn’t anything be simple?

“Peter said I’m the only one who can free Sandman. That I’m the only one who can open the locks.”

“Yes. That is why I risked my safety and the safety of my child to rescue you, Conor. It is also the reason she came to you. You alone in all the world are capable of freeing her.”

“I take it that it has to do with my abilities?”

“Death magic, yes. I gave you the ring for a reason, Conor, not because I have a love of necromancers. Your power is the only power that Mr. Black cannot call upon or control. Your power is the only power that can break his magic. What Mr. Black has yet to realize, and what I suppose you have yet to realize, is that in working to end magic he has aided his greatest enemy.”

“You?”

“You, Conor.”

“I’m not his enemy. Not really. I just don’t want him to end magic and wind up killing me.”

“Yet that is exactly what he wants to do. That is his sole remaining purpose and goal in life. That puts you in direct opposition. Is that not what the definition of an enemy?”

I had never thought of it that way before. “Yeah, I guess it is. So how is he helping me?”

“Xenoxofril.”

“What about it?”

“Think about it, Conor.”

I stared at the massive eye staring back at me. The key to everything seemed to be the meds. What was the secret? I glanced over at Frank. The Xenoxofril had turned him from a human into a monster. It had done that to a lot of the people it had been used on, though the change was more refined and controlled by now. How was I different? Why was I different?

It was the magic, I knew. I had always been sensitive. I had always stood on the wrong side of the awesome wall, relegated to wishing but never having. At least, I had thought that was it until I got sick. I was meant to be a necromancer. I was born with the innate ability to control the death magic, all I needed was to die. 

But I hadn’t died. I had survived, thanks to Dannie and a few years worth of the meds.

Meds that had been improving over those years. 

Meds that now undid magic. Dispelled it. Destroyed it.

Just like death magic.

“I see you’re beginning to understand,” Tarakona said.

There was a reason my power hadn’t faded when I took that last hit. There was a reason it continued to get stronger the longer I stayed alive. 

The Xenoxofril was like steroids for necromancers, and I had been juicing for years.

“You wanted me to bulk up,” I said.

“I’m not the only one,” Tarakona replied. 

I knew immediately what he meant. “The demon?”

“Yes. It sensed your growing power. It aligned itself to you.”

“What is it?”

“Something older than me. Something dark. Something powerful. It is not a demon. Perhaps it was a man, once.”

The description gave me a fresh chill.

“It can’t be that powerful. It ran away from Mr. Black.”

“Its motives are its own, Conor. You must be wary of it.”

I remembered what it said on the airplane. It wanted to own me. No. Not me. The power. I reached into my pocket and gripped the dice. They were like ice in my palm.

“What am I supposed to do?” I asked.

“Finish the job. Understand the consequences of the decisions you make, and the reverberating effects of your success or failure. I will assist you as I can, but you can be assured Black will not be idle after our move against him.”

“What about Sandman? Let’s say I set her free. Are you going to keep her captive?”

“It is for her own safety.”

“Is that the same bullshit reason Black used to take her in the first place?”

“It is the truth. I wish it were not so.”

I looked away from the eye. Tarakona cared more about the new world that the return of magic had created than Black did. That didn’t mean he was any better or worse when it came down to it. He was just different. 

“I will do my best to keep Mr. Black distracted while you finish what you’ve started,” he said. “With some luck, we should be able to prevent him from interfering. Even so, you can’t waste time with your pets. Get in, find the door, and get out. Forget stealth if you must. Use the mask and dice if you must.”

“Didn’t you just tell me to be wary of them?”

“Yes. You can’t let Mr. Black use her, Conor. Whatever the cost.”

“How do we know he isn’t using her already? How do we know this little incident won’t cause him to move up his timetable?”

“He won’t kill her until he is certain his compound will work, or he will risk losing it completely. He can only drain her blood once.”

I didn’t like it. Any of it. What else was new?

“Hey, Mr. T,” Frank said. I was surprised he had managed to stay quiet for as long as he had.

Tarakona’s eye shifted slightly, focusing on the trogre.

“Uh. Hi. I was just wondering if you might be able to hook me up with a gun or something. You know, regular human guns are too small for these sausage fingers of mine.” He held up his hand and wiggled them.

“Yes. I suppose if you’re to help Conor you’ll need a little extra equipment. I will have it arranged.”

“Thanks, boss.”

The door opened behind us, and Peter walked in. Tarakona didn’t look at him before he began sinking back into the depths where it was warmer. Ashiira followed behind a second later, pausing to shriek at me one more time before vanishing.

 “Good talk,” I said, staring through the glass at the rising heat from the magma below. I wasn’t sure exactly what had been accomplished by the visit. After all, I was being thrown back onto the same track I had already been running along, with the train of inevitability still bearing down on me. At least, I had learned a little something about myself during the visit. 

And about Tarakona.

“You already know how this works, Baron,” Peter said, holding out a tray with a glass of water on it.

“What about Frank?” I asked.

“He’s never been outside. He doesn’t need to drink.”

Being back here had caused all of my memories of the place to return, including the location from beyond the walls. I nodded. The upside was that I wouldn’t have to grit my teeth through the teleport again.

“What about my guns?” Frank asked.

“They’ll be provided. Your Operator will join you at your destination as well.”

“Which is?” I asked.

“You tell me.”

I pulled out my phone and checked my image of the list. The other starred location was in Japan. 

“Tokyo,” I said, sighing right after. I’d never been there before, but I had heard stories. Too many stories. The only good news was that House Red’s power was much more consolidated there, even if its new head was seated here. The bad news was that I knew I was in for a culture shock I would rather have avoided.

I reached out and took the glass, raising it to Peter before downing the water. Then I went over to the sofa and sat, waiting for it to knock me out. 

As I rested against the soft back of the antique leather, I felt the dice grow warm in my hand and heard the soft cackle of the entity’s laughter behind slowly drooping eyelids.

“It is almost complete,” it said. “It is coming.”

I was drugged and unafraid. I don’t know if I was speaking out loud or only in my mind. Either way, I tried to talk to it. “Where the hell were you when I needed you?”

“We have a deal. A deal we have. The power of a soul, for the power of a soul.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“A trade. A fair trade. You use me. I use you. The bargain is made. It is coming.”

“What’s coming?”

“The end, necromancer. The end.”


























CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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I HAD EXPECTED THAT WHEN I came to I would be in a hotel somewhere. Maybe in one of Tokyo’s famed mile-high towers, looking down through the clouds at the vastly altered city below.

Instead, I woke up strapped into a jump seat in the rear of a large cargo plane laden with boxes of who-knows-what, the sound of large engines buzzing in my ear, my entire body shivering from the vibrations. Someone was sitting next to me, and I had to blink a few times before I realized it was Frank.

“Good morning, sunshine,” he said, noticing me. His mouth curled into a wide, toothy grin. “You like my new duds?”

I stared at him. He had a black skullcap stretched over his massive scalp that came down to the ridge of his eyebrows, matched with a heavy duster that had to be bulletproof, hanging open and revealing a fitted black button-down beneath, along with a pair of black special ops style cargos. A massive pistol rested on his left thigh, and I imagined a matching gun was on his right. 

Even more striking than that was his right eye. It wasn’t the same dark orb I had last seen him with. He had replaced it with an augmentation, a mechanical, magical eye that was no doubt feeding him all kinds of info about the world around him. It was also likely paired to the hand cannons, able to help him manage the beasts. 

“Tarakona took care of you,” I said. Enhancements like that were common on the most successful ghosts. They were the only ones who could afford it. The eye alone probably cost upwards of three million.

“And he asked first,” Frank said. “I figured, I already got a new body. Why not? Besides, it’s cool as hell. Did you know that you’re five-foot-eleven and weigh ninety-seven pounds? Or that your muscle mass is-”

“Yeah, I knew that,” I said, cutting him off. “Where are we?”

“Did you know those artifacts Mr. T were talking about don’t register on this thing at all?” Frank said, ignoring my question, or maybe not hearing it.

My hands were folded on top of my coat. I didn’t look down at the pockets, or make any move to touch the mask or dice. Whether the thing that lived in them was a demon or not, it was easier to call it a demon, and it was starting to piss me off.

“Where are we?” I asked again.

“Somewhere over Japan by now, I would think. On our way to Tokyo. Exciting, eh?”

“How long was I out?”

“Twelve hours.”

I put my hand to my forehead, rubbing my temple. I stopped suddenly when I realized that I hadn’t lost my memory of Tarakona’s lair. I could recall exactly where it was, how to get there, and what it looked like inside. Whatever he had given me, it hadn’t worked this time. Tarakona had said the Xenoxofril was increasing my efficiency with the death magic. Had I unconsciously subverted the memory wipe?

“You okay, boss?” Frank asked.

I nodded and then coughed. I was still on the downward spiral though I felt pretty good all things considered.

“How long until we land?”

“Can’t be long. We’re descending. Eight thousand feet.” He tapped under his eye. “I love this thing.”

“Airspeed?” I asked, curious.

“Two-fifty. It also measures stuff like pounds of force in my punches, heart rate, even calories burned. Celia, that’s Mr. T’s doctor, said a big guy like me needs to eat at least twenty-thousand kcal per day to stay healthy. The best benefit of this whole thing is that I can eat all the pizza I want. Or sushi, since we’re going to be in Japan.”

“Don’t remind me.” 

Tokyo, and Japan in general, was one of the most fascinating examples of how the reversal had changed the world. Not only had the landscape been altered by the sudden, explosive, and barely controllable growth of new flora and fauna, but the wildlife and the people themselves had changed in ways that differed from most of the other parts of the world. The island was home to a number of different new human species besides the elves, ogres, trolls, orcs, and goblins that much of Europe and the States had come to know. It was as though the island had always been intended for something more primitive, raw, and exotic.

I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who was happy Godzilla wasn’t real. Or at least if he was, he hadn’t made an appearance yet.

“Do you know if Myra is already here?” I asked. 

“I haven’t heard. Peter stuck us on this plane because they weren’t feeling too good about drawing Mr. Black’s attention. It’s a longer flight from LA.”

“Not that much longer, and we were delayed a bit. Any word on Black?”

“Right before we left I saw Mrs. Yellow looking very unhappy. I think he may have hit back at her. You know, I never knew anything about any of this stuff. It boggles my brain to think that everything I thought I knew barely scratched the surface of the truth.”

“I felt the same way when I learned about it.”

“Yeah? How did you wind up mixed up in this?”

“It’s just how things worked out after I got sick.”

“Nothing’s that simple, pal.”

I thought of Karen and Molly. Of the night I met Danelle. Of the day she died. I thought of Jin. Nothing was simple. The world wasn’t simple. Maybe dying was? Maybe I should have just let it happen? 

“No. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Okay, boss. If you change your mind, I’ve got big shoulders.”

I sat and stared at the frame of the cargo plane for the remaining twenty minutes of the flight, losing myself in memories of a time when things weren’t simpler, but were definitely more defined. I could hear Molly’s voice in my head, shouting “Daddy!” as I came home from work. I would pick her up and kiss her face, and talk to her for a minute before Karen would reach us. She would babble about whatever without taking a breath, and I would inevitably wind up laughing. 

Damn, I missed that.
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THE PLANE TOUCHED DOWN TWENTY minutes later. There were no windows in the back of the plane, so I had no view of what we were in for until the aircraft had finished taxiing and the rear bay of the plane started dropping open.

A blast of semi-warm air entered as it did, and I breathed in the sharp smell of vegetation that I had always heard permeated the air around here. It was a mixture of flowers, fruits, and earth.

It made me cough.

I got to my feet and headed for the door. There was no sign of any other passengers on the plane. No sign of a pilot or crew either. They were staying in front, maintaining our privacy. Did they even know who they had transported here? Probably not.

“Feels warm,” Frank said, adjusting his duster. “Maybe I overdressed?”

“How else are you going to hide that thing?” I motioned toward the cannon.

“True. At least we can skip customs.”

The door finished sliding open, and I made my way onto the ramp and down. A pair of legs appeared as I descended, long and toned and covered in a light dusting of reddish hair. The rest of her came into view a moment later, her appearance catching me slightly off-guard.

Kitsune were nearly non-existent outside of Japan, mainly because of their dietary need for a certain fruit that turned out to be hard to grow anywhere else, and expensive to export in the small quantities needed for the population. As a result, while I had seen pictures before, it was my first experience standing face to face with one.

“Baron?” she said. 

She was wearing a skirt with a leotard or something underneath to help keep her modest, along with a white button-down shirt and a satchel that she clutched under her arm. Her entire body except for her face was covered in the same, impossibly soft looking reddish downy fur. A long mane of darker red hair flowed down her back behind fuzzy ears, which were perched on top of her forehead. A draped tail swung mildly back and forth behind her, and when she smiled, she revealed a set of sharpish teeth. 

“Whoa,” I heard Frank say softly as he came up beside me. “Just whoa.”

“Yeah, I’m Baron,” I said, ignoring him. I guess he thought she was attractive. She was a little too close to being a feral for me. “You are?”

“Shika,” she replied. “Mr. Tarakona asked me to meet you here.”

Of course he did.

“You’re our keeper?” I asked.

“Guide,” she said. “Or do you think you can navigate Tokyo on your own?” She shifted and waved at the city behind her.

I followed the wave. Tokyo was a dense mass of ultra-high, ultra-modern skyscrapers, surrounded by what could only be described as the true definition of an urban jungle. Vegetation had exploded across the entire island after the reversal, breaking through concrete, destroying buildings, railway, roads, everything that got in its way. No amount of weed killer had been able to hurt it, and only the efforts of wizards managed to keep it somewhat under control. At least enough that people could survive within and alongside it. 

It made sense that Tarakona would send us a kitsune as a guide, considering their natural affinity for this kind of landscape. They were made to be part of it, after all.

“You have a point,” I said. “What do you know about my Operator?”

“Myra,” she said. “Her flight will be landing soon. Don’t worry about her, Baron. Tarakona sent two of his best to protect her during the journey. Now, if you’ll follow me, I’ve got a car waiting off the tarmac. I’ll bring you over to your hotel, and we can get to work.”

She was no-nonsense. I liked that. “Did Tarakona tell you what that work is?”

“My orders are to guide you wherever you need to go and do whatever you ask. What information you share with me is at your discretion.”

I nodded. A professional. I wasn’t sure I had worked with one before. Dannie had been serious about her job, but our relationship had a personal side, too.

“Shika,” Frank said, getting her attention. “I’m Frank Dobson.” He held out a massive hand.

She didn’t take it, folding her hands over her stomach and bowing. 

“Welcome to Japan, Frank Dobson,” she said demurely.

“You know, I wanted to tell you how-”

I elbowed him in the side before he finished his sentence. 

“What?” he asked.

“Just don’t,” I said.

Shika’s expression was flat, but I got a glimpse of the mirth in her eyes. Frank had been about to make a fool of himself. Maybe I should have let him, but since I had let him come along it was my responsibility to show him the ropes before he hung himself.

“This way,” Shika said, walking ahead of us. Frank’s eyes dropped immediately to her tail, mesmerized by it.

“She’s a ghost,” I whispered when she got a little further ahead. “Not a date.”

“Why can’t she be both?”

“That isn’t how things work. Not at this level. She’s a professional. You have to be, too.”

“Okay, boss. It’s just that she’s so pretty.”

He was like a ten-year-old with his first crush. “If you say so. As big and strong as you are, I don’t doubt that she could drop you without thinking about it. Operatives like her are the reason the Houses need users.”

I may have been exaggerating a little bit. I didn’t want to find out. I was certain Tarakona wouldn’t send me a guide who couldn’t take care of herself.

“Even better,” he said. 

“Come on.”

We followed Shika across the tarmac and into a smaller hangar. A trike was waiting inside, a long and narrow enclosure on three wheels that was designed to more easily navigate the streets of the city. 

“Are you sure I’m going to fit in that?” Frank asked.

“Mr. Tarakona sent us your measurements,” Shika said. “It will be a cozy fit for you, and I apologize for that. The ride is not long.”

He was lucky the widest part of the trike was in the center. It gave him a good reason to sit right behind Shika without having to argue for it. I slipped into the back seat, hoping he would be able to control his tongue.

He glanced back at me once before we got underway. I could tell he wanted to speak his mind. It was kind of cute in a way. I still shook my head. He made a face and turned back to the front.

“So, Shika,” he said, causing me to lower my head into my hand. “What can you tell us about Tokyo? It’s our first time here.”

He glanced back at me again with a mischievous smile on the corner of his face.

He was being an asshole.

I was starting to like him.
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TOKYO WAS THE CRAZIEST PLACE I had ever been to.

I had thought Vegas was a bit nuts. New Orleans had been at the top of my charts. This blew them both away.

It wasn’t so much the culture that did it, although the neo-modern, all-things-nature embrace of the people did make me feel like I was way, way out of my element. It was the very existence of it that blew my mind. The fields were strong here. Unbelievably strong. It was like it was emanating from everything around us, causing a constant buzz like a swarm of bees to linger at the edge of my attention. It wasn’t like the Playground, where the fields were powerful but chaotic. It was clean and pure. 

The perfect place for Mr. Black to hang out.

There were plants everywhere. Large trees, heavy vines, bushes, shrubs, flowers, you name it. They grew in every crack and crevice, covered almost everything, and would have completely drowned out civilization if not for a small army of users that kept them from overcoming roads and getting inside the buildings. They moved on foot through the undergrowth, hands out, commanding the vines and stems to reverse their endless expansion, their faces grim as though failure meant the end of the nation. 

It probably did.

Shika navigated the trike cleanly through the narrow streets, which had once been paved with cement but now seemed to be lined with a dark brown root that had been pressed flat under thousands of wheels and feet and still managed to survive. She weaved in and out of the traffic, both foot and vehicular as if she knew where every obstacle was going to be a few beats before it got there. Maybe she did? She could have been a clairvoyant. 

“This place is amazing,” Frank said, having finally pulled his gaze from Shika’s hair and tail and repositioned it out the window. We were moving down a slightly wider street, where vendors had set up hundreds of carts selling all kinds of food and textiles. “I was sure I was never even going to see the sun again, you know, Baron? Not only am I free, I’m living it.”

“Enjoy it as long as you can,” I said. “There are no guarantees in this life.”

“Your training is your guarantee,” Shika said without turning her head. “Learn how to survive, and you will survive.”

“That’s a piece of wisdom there,” Frank said. “I don’t suppose you could give me some tips later? I haven’t had a lot of time for training yet. I survive because I’ve got these big ugly puss bags all over me.”

“There’s nothing ugly about the magic of nature,” Shika said. “Do not reduce yourself to disdain for the gifts you have received.”

“You think this mug is a gift?” Frank said, glancing back at me.

“I believe that all life is a gift, in all of its forms.”

“You’re a ghost,” I said. “You kill people.”

“I kill those who abuse their gifts to hurt others, and those who follow them.”

“Like Mr. Black?” I asked.

“I do not have the context to answer that.”

Because she didn’t know what all of this was about. “You know what I am, don’t you?”

“A rarer creature than me. A Lord of the Dead.”

Lord of the Dead? No one had ever called me that before. “You don’t mind taking orders from me? Everything I do is against nature.”

“That is untrue, Baron. Death is a natural part of life. Decay, destruction, both are needed for renewal. Forests burn so that they may regrow.”

It was a nice thought, even if I didn’t completely buy it. “What about raising the dead?”

“A child’s game. We do not blame children for their naive indiscretion.”

I was going to say something else, but I lost it after that comment. Was she suggesting that side of my game was bush-league? It had always served me pretty well.

“You’ve met a necromancer before,” I said. It was an educated guess, based on her answers to my questions. Not only had she met one, I was willing to bet they had been family.

“Yes.”

Bingo.

“My grandfather. He heard the death magic when he was eighty-six years old. He was dying from a brain tumor. He survived for three years, learning to harness the magic. At first, I was afraid, but as with all things, the more I understood, the less I feared. He didn’t summon souls for long. He believed the practice was merely a stepping stone to greater power.”

“Did he find the greater power?”

“Yes. He learned the secret of death.”

My interest was piqued. “You mean what’s waiting on the other side?”

“No, Baron. Acceptance.”

The wind blasted from my sails. 

“Acceptance?”

“Death is as much a gift as life. Every day that you deny yourself this gift, you deny yourself all others.”

I leaned back in my seat in silence. 

A gift to some, maybe.
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SHIKA DROPPED US AT A nondescript facade of tinted glass and dark steel ten minutes later, remaining in the trike as we climbed out.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“I have to pick up Myra. I will return with her. Tell the front desk your name is Abraham.”

She waved before heading off.

“She is so awesome,” Frank said. “This whole place is awesome.”

“Don’t forget why we’re here,” I said.

“Yeah, I know. I’m not carrying these to brag.” He patted the sides of his coat that were hiding his guns. “I think she likes me. Do you think she likes me?”

“What about that ogre in Vegas?”

“She’s too racist for me.” He rolled his eyes. “There’s nothing worse than reciprocal racism, is there? Hypocrites. No, really, do you think she likes me?”

“No.”

“Why not? You heard what she said about my face.”

“She was being polite.”

“No, she meant it. I can tell.”

“Oh? How?”

“The way her tail swished.”

“You’re kidding me.”

“No, I’m serious, boss. It swishes more when she’s excited. Giving me a compliment made her excited.”

“I think you’re delusional.”

I headed for the door. It parted as we approached though Frank had to duck to get inside.

The lobby was a stark contrast to the world outside. It was cold and modern, no plants to be found anywhere, a bung of hard angles and muted colors. It reminded me of home. Maybe that was the point. 

I headed to the front desk. The girl behind it was wearing fake kitsune ears and a false tail. It was made odder by the fact that we had just spent time with the real thing. 

“You have a room for Abraham?” I asked.

She slid her hands along a screen behind the desk. She didn’t notice me until she saw whatever came up on the screen. Then she stared at me, recoiling slightly at the sight of my face.

“You’re booked in the Zen Suite, the thirtieth floor. It’s prepaid, no ID required.” She had an accent that reminded me of Jin.

“What room?” I asked.

“No room,” she replied, handing me a gold bracelet. She had to dig through a cabinet behind her to find an ogre-sized one for Frank. “It’s the entire floor.”

“Sweet,” Frank said, smiling. “I’m living it.”

I handed him the bracelet. “Shut up.”

“Your private elevator is behind reception, on the end,” the girl said.

“Thanks.”

I slipped the bracelet over my wrist. It was too big to stay on, so I dropped it in a pocket instead before heading for the elevator.

“I don’t know what the hell Tarakona is thinking, sticking us in a place like this, giving us a room on a high floor.”

Frank shrugged. “Bait?”

“Not if he’s as serious about recovering Sandman as he says.”

We reached the elevator. It opened as soon as I tapped the bracelet on the appropriate spot. We stepped in and were catapulted up thirty stories.

By the time we got there, I knew why Tarakona had done it.

The fields were strong on the ground. They resonated and reverberated off the vegetation. 

They were dead, completely dead, above the sixth floor. 

Magical energy could be held, and Black could hold more than anyone else. It would still be an impressive feat for him to hurt us up here, assuming he could even find us while we were off the magical grid.

Of course, it meant I was just as powerless. Except not. The mask and dice worked at any height when they decided to work at all, and I still had Frank and the guns. Plus, this was House Red’s territory. No doubt this hotel belonged to one of their shell corporations.

“Check out this view,” Frank said, rushing over to one of the full-length windows that ringed the floor. 

The ground was invisible beneath the canopy of trees, but we were high enough to see for miles out across the city and surrounding landscape. I caught sight of something large and colorful circling a fair distance off.

“It’s different,” I agreed.

“You can be a real downer sometimes, pal.”

“I’ve heard that. Black wants to get rid of all of this. You realize that, right?”

“Yeah. You don’t have to tell me. That’s why I’m on your side.”

“Sometimes I feel like you think this is a game.”

His expression changed, becoming stone serious. “No, boss. I don’t. This is how I deal, you know? It’s how I had to learn to handle the pain and fear while Black was using me to figure all of this shit out.”

I suddenly felt like an asshole for mentioning it.

“I’m sorry, Frank.”

The smile jumped back to him. “Nah. Don’t be. This is important to you. I don’t know all the reasons why, but I can see it’s more than just a job.”

 I didn’t want it to be, but how could it not? Anything having to do with Black inevitably led me back to Dannie. And to Jin. And in this case, to Prithi and Amos, too.

Stopping him wasn’t a job. Not anymore. 

It was a personal vendetta.


























CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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FRANK WAS SITTING BEHIND A massive order of wings and nachos when the elevator doors parted, and Shika stepped into the suite with Myra. Prithi’s girlfriend looked tired and worried, her eyes puffy and red, her hair a bit of a mess. She was clutching her bag like her life depended on it and trying to put herself as far from the ghost as she could.

“I didn’t sign up to be flown halfway around the fucking world,” she said as I approached them.

“This is for Prithi, remember?” I said.

“I could have done this remote.”

“Remote isn’t safe,” I said. “You have no idea what Frank and-”

“Frank and you?” she said, her voice going up a decibel or three. “Fuck Frank and you. They came for me, too. Did you know that?”

I hadn’t known that. I glanced at Shika, standing calmly between us. She wouldn’t have known either.

“Yeah. They did. Three ghosts. They came in through the windows. How the hell did they know I was there? I was on the damned Blackout.”

The anger dropped instantly, replaced with a worn out fear and subsequent sobbing. I stood there and looked at her. I had known how to comfort Karen. Myra? I didn’t move. Neither did Shika.

It took Frank to make things right. He circled us, a tiny chip positioned delicately between huge fingers. He was getting more comfortable in his new skin. He held it out to Myra. “Chip?”

She looked at it, and then at him. Then she started to laugh. 

Was it that easy? 

She took it from him, calming significantly. “Thanks, Frank.”

“I take it Tarakona took care of the ghosts that attacked you?” I said a few seconds later.

“Mrs. Yellow,” Myra said after swallowing the nacho. “She scared the hell out of me.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know how they found you. Maybe the Blackout isn’t secure?”

She shook her head. ‘It can’t be that. Aldred would never let that happen. The Houses are strong, but they can’t top his technomancer skills. Nobody can. You have any more of those chips?”

Frank smiled and retreated to the table to grab the platter. 

“What are we doing in Tokyo?” Myra asked.

“The next target on the list is here.”

“And you think I’m safe this close to it? I wasn’t before.”

“You weren’t in Red’s territory before. You also weren’t in a magical dead zone before.”

“I thought Japan was covered in field energy?”

“It is, on the ground. This room is safe. There’s only one way in that wouldn’t involve flying.”

“We have guards on the elevator,” Shika said. “And on the roof in case anyone was to try to rappel down.”

“I didn’t see any guards downstairs,” Myra said.

“Precisely.”

“Oh. Right.” She looked at me. “So, what do you need me to do?”

“Same as before. We need intel on the target. As much as we can get.”

“Sure. Can I sleep first?”

“Didn’t you rest on the flight?”

“I can’t sleep on planes.”

“We don’t have time. Sorry, Myra.”

She bit her lip and nodded. “Okay. I can do this.” She grabbed another chip from the plate Frank offered her. “Order me a burger and a soda.”

I looked at Shika, who immediately headed toward the phone. Myra circled past me. There was a hallway off the main living area that led to a few extra, opulent bedrooms. She led us down the corridor. I wasn’t surprised when she decided to settle in the large service kitchen. It was one of the only rooms that didn’t have any windows.

Frank put the chips on the counter beside her. 

“How are you holding up, Frank?” she asked.

“I’m good. Check out my eye.” He pulled the lid down a little, so the wires were visible.

“Whoa,” Myra said. “Bring that down here.”

Frank knelt down to put his head at eye level with her. She reached out and examined the augmentation. 

“That’s some expensive shit.”

“Yeah. Courtesy of Mr. T. Don’t worry. We got beat up a little bit the first time. We’re more prepared now.”

“I hope so.” She backed away and grabbed her bag, unzipping it and pulling out the portable kit. “What’s the address?”

I recited it to her a couple of times, so she had it committed to memory. 

“I’ll take care of things here,” she said, pulling on the gloves. “Frank, will you hang with me?”

“Sure, kid. You took my nachos.”

They both laughed. I retreated from the room, heading back out into the main space. Shika was standing near the window, looking out.

“You’re a Guardian,” I said. 

It was a statement, not a question. The Guardians were a corporate outfit. ghosts gone pro. Mercs available to the highest bidder. From what Danelle had told me, they were the best around, safe in their business because they were impeccable at what they did, and they played every side. It wasn’t unheard of for two Guardians hired by opposite Houses to meet in a fight, and for one to kill the other in the name of the job, even if they were best friends. I had figured out that’s what Shika was by her demeanor. Any ghost could be professional, but she had a look to her, an edge that I hadn’t seen before.

“Yes, I was,” she replied. “You’re very observant.”

“It helps me stay alive. Was?”

“I’m not with them anymore.”

“I don’t know that much about the outfit, but I always thought it was a lifetime assignment?”

“Not always. Mr. Tarakona bought me out of my contract.”

I could only imagine how much that cost. “Why?”

“I wanted to work for him exclusively. He wanted me to work for him. That can’t happen as part of the corp. Assignments are handed down and intentionally randomized.”

“Is Mr. Black using Guardians?”

“I would expect so.”

“What about the guards on the ground and the roof?”

“No. Regular ghosts. House Red’s stable.”

“Loyal.”

“Yes. Especially to you. They know what you did for Ms. Red. Both of them. And for their House.”

“When we make our run, are you coming along or staying here to watch Myra?”

“That is not for me to decide.”

“Which do you want to do?”

She smiled. It was the first time she had shown much expression at all. “Come along.”

“You’re sure she’s safe here?”

“Are you?”

I nodded. I knew the score. I would be an idiot not to want her with us. “Welcome aboard.”

She bowed formally, so I returned it. Mine was awkward. It was still good enough.


























CHAPTER THIRTY

I knew that I would[image: Image]




WE WERE ALL ASSEMBLED AROUND Myra two hours later. She had eaten her burger, drank her soda, and managed to peel back layers of misdirection and encryption to come up with a basic outline of exactly what we were up against.

The target was a relatively small tower near the southern edge of the city, a so-called “neutral zone” where the other Houses had set up shop. It was owned by a shell company of a shell company, a tree with a hundred branches that led back to Mr. Black at the root. Supposedly, it was an apartment complex for the ultra-rich. 

Myra’s digging had confirmed that was a front. It was one of Black’s homes, one of his doorways, and it wasn’t going to be lightly defended.

Get in, find the door, get out. That’s what Tarakona had told me to do. Screw stealth. Screw preparation. We had a week. Six days now. Maybe less. There was no time to make anything pretty.

“There are two ways in,” Myra said, the blueprint of the building up on her screen. She turned her hands and it rotated around the diagram. “The front door, obviously. Then there’s a service entrance in the back, where they pick up trash and stuff.”

“We should go in that way,” Frank said. “The front will be guarded.”

“No,” Shika said. “That entrance will be more heavily protected. They will expect anyone wishing to break in will go that way.”

“I don’t like either of those approaches,” I said. “What about the roof?”

“You want to airlift in?” Shika asked, shaking her head. “You’ll be spotted long before you reach the building.”

“How? Everything else around it is bigger. Swoop around, drop onto the roof.” 

I was playing it action-hero. To be honest, the idea of it scared the hell out of me, and was nothing I wanted to do. It still beat the pants off the alternative. Walking in the front door? Now that was crazy.

“It could work,” Shika said. “Except they’ll have users on the roof. That’s why the building is shorter. To keep it in range of the magical fields.”

“Good point,” I said.

“Hey Myra,” Frank said. “Can you zoom in over there.” He was pointing at a corner of the spec.

“Sure.” 

“What do you see?” I asked.

 “Hang on a second, boss.” He leaned in closer, putting his augmented eye to it. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

“What?”

“There’s a few lines on this thing that were taken off.”

“It’s digital, how can you know that?”

“They didn’t do a perfect job. I can see the pixels. They’re uneven.”

“What do you think it means?” 

He shrugged. “I’m not that good at reading these things. I had to a few times for work, before I was a thief I was in construction. But if you look here, that’s-“

“An underground tunnel,” Shika said. “For power and water.”

That piqued my interest. “Where does it lead?”

Myra traced along the route until the blueprint ended. “I’d have to pull up records, and I can’t read Japanese.”

“I’ll read it,” Shika said.

Myra went back into the Machine, reflecting what she was seeing to the screen. She found a map of the underground utilities, and traced it to the building.

“Here,” she said, pointing to a building a few blocks away. “There’s a service entrance. Mr. Black didn’t want anyone to know there was another way in.”

“He did a pretty good job of hiding it, too,” Frank said.

“That’s our move, then,” I said. “Myra, what else do you have?”

“Not too much. Some delivery receipts for groceries, electric bills, that sort of thing. I looked up some information on average cost of food and consumption and stuff like that. If I had to guess, there’re about twenty people inside, give or take. I’m sure at least some of them are users, but I don’t know how many.”

“That’s more useful than you’re giving yourself credit for,” Frank said.

“Oh, I got one other thing.” She smiled then, clearly proud of herself. “1-4-5-3-2-1-3-1.”

“What is that the code to?” I asked.

The smile faded. “Okay, I’m not completely sure. I got a few beats into the security system before it got too tight for me to want to risk pushing. It works one of the locks in the place. A door? A safe? The toilet? I have no idea.”

“It might come in handy,” I said.

“That’s it. I wish I could have gotten more.”

“Nah, you did great,” Frank said. “Right, Baron?”

“You did. Keep trying with the security, see if you can get inside but don’t get caught. We’ll do the rest.”

It felt weird for me to say that. Really weird. It was way too positive for me. 

I glanced at Frank, and then at Shika. A trogre and a Guardian. And my power was stronger than ever.

I didn’t want to think it because it had always been a jinx before.

I felt good about our chances.


























CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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SHIKA GUIDED THE TRIKE THROUGH the foliage crowded streets, deftly whipping the long, narrow vehicle around obstacles human and otherwise. I sat in the back, my hand resting on the mask. I didn’t want to use the artifact. I didn’t want to have anything to do with the demon that had been there to threaten me, but had fled when I needed it the most. 

Part of me wanted to take the mask and the dice and toss them out into the brush, never to be seen again.

The rest of me knew that I couldn’t, even if I had wanted to. The entity wasn’t lying when it said we had a deal. We did, and now I was stuck with the consequences. 

“We’re getting close,” Shika said. I couldn’t see the way her tail was moving with Frank sitting in front of me. I could picture it swishing back and forth in an excited dance as we moved closer to our assault. I could imagine Frank was watching every little twitch.

“Myra, are you with us?” I asked, tapping the earpiece. She was going to try to break into the building’s systems, and I wanted to know if she succeeded.

“I’m here, Baron,” she replied. 

“Good. We’re almost at the service entrance.”

“Okay.”

I breathed in, pulling the death magic to me, taking a huge gulp of it and holding it in my gut. I didn’t know what we were walking into. I wanted to be as ready as I could. The first few seconds would be critical.

“What should I do?” Frank asked, turning his head back to face me. I could see his skullcap was drenched with sweat. His palms were probably clammy too. 

“Shoot any anything that isn’t Shika or me. Don’t get killed.”

“Okay, boss.”

He turned back around.

It wasn’t that I was so cool under the pressure. I was more than nervous. It was one thing to talk myself up as a foil to Mr. Black. It was another thing to be the foil. I didn’t want to die, and I wasn’t doing a damn thing to lessen the odds of that happening. 

If there had been any other choices, maybe I would have been running in the opposite direction. Except choice was an illusion. If I had said no to Sandman in the first place, Death’s abduction of Prithi would have forced me to act. If not Death, then Tarakona would have come along and given me the job. If not Tarakona, I was willing to bet the demon would have screwed me into doing it. The truth was, I was a pawn to everything around me. 

There was nothing to do but keep putting one foot in front of the other. I had been lucky so far, to the point that Jin had believed I couldn’t be killed. 

I wished I believed that. Then I wouldn’t have been terrified.

The trike came to a stop in front of a small cement building with no windows and only one ordinary steel door. The heavy materials weren’t there to keep people out, they were there to keep the plants from finding seams and growing in, and other than the face the entire construction was wrapped tightly in vines and flowers. It was beautiful, all things considered.

We spilled out into the cleared space and approached the door. Shika tried to open it. Locked.

I started digging for my picks. Frank put his hand to the door and pushed. The lock twisted and broke under the force, and the door swung open.

“What?” he said in response to my look. “I thought we were in a hurry?”

I shrugged. Shika bypassed us and entered the building. 

We followed behind her. It was a standard control room, empty for the moment, with a metal stairwell leading down towards the important stuff. Frank had to duck and squirm to get his bulk to the bottom, staying low to keep from scraping his head on the ten-foot diameter pipe.

We ran then, following thick bundles of cables and secondary metal pipes that carried water one way and waste the other. Frank was the weakest link, not due to lack of effort but because of his size. Coming across manhole covers as we crossed beneath the ground started to make me worry that he was going to get trapped down here, away from all of the action.

“I hope I can fit out the other end,” he said halfway through the sprint, thinking what I was thinking.

“Me too,” I replied.

We found out that he would a couple of minutes later. The steps up into Black’s building were similar to the ones we had gone down. Probably so they could use the tunnel as an evacuation route.

We paused at the back of another steel door. The odds were good that someone was guarding the other side.

Every instinct I had told me to pick the lock, take out the dice and roll them through as small a crack as I could make. It had always worked well for me in the past, and as I touched the dice, I could feel they were suddenly warm again.

The demon was hungry.

I let them go and motioned to Frank. 

“Go ahead.”

He smiled, stepping up to the door and giving it a nice, hard shove. It swung open, revealing the guard as he began to turn to see what had just taken him by surprise. 

His head moved six inches before Shika broke his neck.

“Whoa,” Frank said again. 

I was already through the door, scanning the other side of the hallway. It was empty, and the guard hadn’t managed to get an alarm off.

“Myra, can you hear me,” I said.

“Yes,” she replied a second later.

“How are you doing?”

“I’m making progress. Slow progress.”

“Slow time is over. Forget subsystems, just try to get eyes on the facility.”

“Okay.”

I went to the left, down a long hallway. We were in the basement, so everything was pale white drywall or cement, as ordinary as could be. Nobody was supposed to know about that way in, leaving it lightly guarded.

“I’ll go first,” I said when we reached the stairs. “If anything happens, pick me up.”

Shika nodded. Frank drew one of the cannons from his hip.

I climbed the steps, reaching a heavy wood door. I did it my way this time, putting my hand to the lock, whispering the incantation and sending the death magic into it. The metal corroded within a few seconds. I pushed it open slowly, getting my eyes on another guard. He was leaned back against the wall, looking down at his phone. Definitely not a Guardian. Black would have flayed him to see the lack of discipline.

I had my hand on his wrist before he noticed me. I pulled him in, pushing the magic through him as he joined me on the stairs. Gangrene crawled in veins up his arm to his shoulder, from his shoulder to his neck, from his neck to his brain. I got my other hand on his mouth to keep him from screaming while his stem rotted to nothing.

I lowered the corpse gently, looking back at Shika and Frank. They both looked disturbed. 

“Your grandfather couldn’t do that, could he?” I asked.

She shook her head. 

Childish games? His spirit hadn’t fled the body yet. I forced it to remain, bringing him back to life before he was even cold. It took a lot of energy, but I was feeling good, and I had plenty of the meds to recharge with.

My new soldier drew his gun from a shoulder holster, and I directed him forward, back out the door. I kept him in front of me as we came out into a much nicer hallway, painted a deep red and gold, lined with expensive artwork, vases, and statues. 

“Myra, anything?” I whispered.

“Not yet. If you keep asking it’ll take longer.”

Right. I trailed my zombie down the hallway, reaching the end at the same time the user did.

A blast of fire tore into the corpse, lighting up its clothes and sending me backpedaling away. I drew my gun and directed my puppet to shoot at the same time. Eight pops sounded, and the pyro thudded to the floor.

“Come on,” I said. “We find the door and go through it, or we get the hell out.”

“I can’t argue that plan,” Frank said.

I sprinted down the hall, hoping I remembered the blueprint correctly. There was a great room toward the southwest corner of the building that seemed suitable for a doorway. I wanted to try that one first.

We kept going, making it closer to the target without trouble than I would have guessed was possible.

Where was everybody?

I got my answer when a bullet hit me in the chest, finding an opening in the spread of my trench and punching through my body so hard I could feel it push the backside of the bulletproof coat.

Damn me for wondering.
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I FELL ONTO MY BACK, finding myself looking up at the ceiling as the bullets kept coming, launched from who knew where. Shika and Frank managed to get to cover around a corner, leaving me bleeding out in the center of the floor. 

They probably thought I was already dead.

I wasn’t, but I don’t know how I wasn’t. I couldn’t breathe. My heart was thudding in my ears. My face was getting hot. After everything I had been through, after what I had survived, I never imagined I would go down like this.  A single, simple shot from an invisible opponent.

Invisible was the operative word. I only knew he was there when he knelt over me and put his hand to my chest to see if I was still breathing. 

Idiot.

I got stronger when I was closer to death. I couldn’t get much closer than this. I only had to lift my finger to dispel his magic. A bullet hit him squarely between the eyes a fraction of a second later.

He fell on his side next to me. I lifted my head slowly, the world beginning to move like molasses. The thudding was gone. In fact, he wasn’t as stupid as I had thought.

I wasn’t breathing.

Dead. I should have been dead. Only nothing was happening. I was still me, still able to think and move. 

My eyes swept over my hand, settling on the ring. 

Could you die, if Death couldn’t come to collect you? Was that the reason I was still around? Or was it something else? The demon, perhaps?

“Baron,” Frank said, rushing over to me and kneeling at my side. “You’re. You’re.”

“Dead?” I said. “Yes. And no.”

“Whatever you are, we need to move,” Shika said. “There are more coming.”

“How do you know?” Frank said.

Her ears twitched. “I can hear them.”

I sat up. Everything was moving so slowly. Everything seemed so wrong. The spellbook. I remembered it now, stuffed in my pocket. I reached in and grabbed it. 

“Baron?” Shika said. 

“Cover me,” I replied, flipping through the pages. There was some crazy stuff in there, including one spell I had never believed I would ever have a chance to use, and hoped I would never need.

Shika and Frank moved ahead in the corridor. A deafening boom sounded as Frank fired his weapon down the hall before ducking back to evade the return volley. I found the page I was looking for, holding the book folded back in one hand, wincing as I bent the spine. I put my other hand on the dead user beside me, reading the lines as I reached into him with my magic.

Just because I couldn’t bring users back from the dead didn’t mean I couldn’t use them for anything. I felt the energy start flowing the other way. I felt his life force, the years he should have lived, transferring from him to me. My chest suddenly began to hurt, but I kept repeating the lines. The sound of gunfire grew crisper. My whole body started to burn.

I gulped in a massive breath of air, feeling my heart start to beat again. A quick glance down showed me the wound closing, the skin stitching itself back together. A moment later, I was almost fully alive again.

Almost, because this magic couldn’t heal what really ailed me. Black said he could, but I didn’t quite believe it. That curse was mine to bear. 

I got to my feet, throwing the book back into my pocket. The fighting stopped a second later, and Frank turned back toward me, his expression nervous. 

“Whoa,” he said again when he found me standing. “Are you even human, pal?”

At this point, I wasn’t sure. “Human enough. Come on.”

We turned the corner. Three guards were laying in the hallway. Shika pointed at one of them. 

“Guardian,” she said. 

She seemed ambivalent about my self-resurrection. Even I wasn’t as impressed as I probably should have been. Had I died and revived myself, or had I not been dead to begin with. I thought I was. I thought I should have been. Frank seemed to think the same. If I had been, then I had worked a level of magic even Mr. Black couldn’t attain.

So why did I feel so empty about it?

I pushed the thought aside. We still had a job to do. 

We made our way through the building, to the great room in the corner. I had chosen it because of the blueprint, which had called for a standing frame in the center of the room. A frame meant for a door that led nowhere. Upon entering the room, I saw that the door was twenty feet tall, intricate and special, an antique piece of an ancient past. It was artwork now, standing in the center of the huge room. It was so ostentatious it seemed like it had to be the one. 

I stared up at it, observing the rest of the room. Then I walked right past it. 

There was another door that led into a kitchen. It was a simple thing. It didn’t have a latch, lock, knob, or handle. 

I stopped in front of that one. Frank was standing by the antique.

“Don’t you mean this one?” he asked.

That had been my first thought, but it seemed stupid now that we were here. Mr. Black wasn’t the type to go with the obvious. That door was a lark. It was more likely than not that this one was, too. There was only one way to find out.

“Open it,” I said, as I reached forward and gave my door a soft shove.

Frank grabbed his and pulled. 

“What do you have?” I asked, staring into a mass of stainless steel cabinetry.

“Nothing,” he replied. 

I was disappointed, but not surprised. We would keep searching.

“We have to try every door in the building,” I said.

“That’s a lot of doors,” Frank replied.

“One hundred thirty-seven,” Shika said, surprising both of us. “I counted them when Myra was showing the blueprint. Four floors, about thirty doors each, plus the basement where we came in.”

“We’ll never get through them all,” I said. “We have to split up.”

“Are you kidding?” Frank said. “You already got shot once.”

“And I’m not eager to have it happen again, but I guess I can handle it. We need to either find the passage or escape the building before Black shows up. Hopefully, Mr. T is keeping him plenty busy. I’ll take the top floor and work my way down to three. Shika, cover two and make your way up. Frank, you’ve got this one.”

“I don’t know if I’m ready to fly solo, Baron. This is my first mission.”

I put my hand on the trogre’s shoulder. “You were made for this, Frank. You’ve got the guns. You’ve got the eye. You’ve got the brawn and the regeneration. If you want to get back at Black, this is how we do it.”

He nodded despite the fear in his eyes. He wanted to do this, bad. 

“Let’s move. If Myra contacts you, do whatever she says.”

“Yes, Baron,” Shika said.

“Okay, boss,” Frank said.

We split up. Frank turned right out of the great room while Shika and I continued north to the stairwell. We moved quickly, pausing at intersections and scanning for more bad guys. There was no part of me that believed the place was empty.

“You died,” Shika said as we paused at one of the crossings. 

“That depends on your definition.”

“How did you continue moving? You weren’t breathing. I saw it.”

I was glad to have the confirmation. I wiggled the ring on my finger. “Death and I have an understanding,” I said.

She tilted her head. “You shouldn’t play with things you don’t know about.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“Do you know where that artifact came from?”

“Tarakona gave it to me.”

“I mean the original owner.”

“No.”

“Then how do you know it is wise to use such a thing?”

“I’m not about wise. I’m about survival. He gave it to me to help me survive.”

“Everyone has their motives, Baron. Even me. You can never be sure they coincide with yours.”

I reached out for her wrist. Was that a threat?

She let me take it.

“I like what are trying to do,” she said. “I’m appalled by how you are doing it.”

“I’m appalled by how I’m doing it,” I replied.

She smiled, showing her sharp teeth. “Then you are smarter than I thought. Let us find the door so I can be done with you.”
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WE SPLIT UP AT THE second floor. Shika was cautious as she moved out into the hallways again, and I heard a pair of gunshots before I had made it up the next flight. She wasn’t just a ghost. She was a Guardian, so I had to assume she was safe. I would know for sure if I made it back down to three.

I hit the top floor, stopping and pushing the door open slowly, leading with my gun. I had my other hand in my pocket, resting on the dice. “Only if you need it,” I told myself.

The coast was clear. I moved out into the hallway, stopping at the first door I found. I turned the knob. Locked. I cast the spell, and the lock disintegrated beneath my touch. I pushed the door open and scanned the office. It was small and simple. Desk, bookcase, computer, monitor, chair. Pictures of somebody’s wife and kids. Here? Not everyone who lived here was a combatant. I didn’t want to hurt innocents.

I kept going, pushing open three more doors to three more offices, keeping my eyes moving forward and back. I didn’t know if I could survive dying a second time. I didn’t know the rules or the reasons. The whole thing was still so impossible I barely believed it had happened.

I reached the end of the corridor. I saw the trailing edge of a black armored shoulder slip behind the following corner, fifty feet distant. He had reacted like someone who knew I was coming.

“Myra,” I whispered. “Cameras?”

There was no response.

“Myra?” Not again.

“I’m here, Baron. Cameras are only on the fourth floor. Are you up there?”

“Yeah, and I’ve been spotted.”

“I would run if I were you. I’m not having any luck getting in.”

“Running isn’t an option. Keep trying.”

I flattened myself against the wall and started back toward the offices, finding the camera tucked into the shadows in the corner. I had to stop thinking so much. It was making me sloppy.

I ducked into one of the rooms, retreating to the window, shooting out the camera inside as I did. Out and up to the roof. Otherwise, I was going to be slammed in about ten seconds. 

I paused at the window. I was going to trap myself if I tried to run that way. There was a reason the building was low enough for the fields to reach the rooftop. There was probably at least one user up there, and another on his way down here.

I clutched the dice, lifting them to my face. They were hot. Real hot. 

“Fuck you,” I said to the demon. “Six souls.”

They grew even hotter. I crouched down behind the desk and waited. They were slow in coming. My only guess was that they knew who I was, and it was making them more cautious.

Of course, there was another possibility, and it dawned on me as I hid.

There was nothing for me to find, which meant there was no reason to hurry to stop me and no reason to risk dying over it. I was as good as trapped in here. Trapped over nothing.

The idea of it pissed me off. 

I stood up, moving slowly to the open doorway, and then laying down on my stomach. If they had a sniper, he would be aiming at eye-level, not at the feet.

“Baron,” Myra said, interrupting me before I could make a move. I backed away, holding the gun and dice in front of me. They were already active, and threatening to burn right through my hand.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I’m in. I’ve got eyes through the cameras. Where are you?”

I breathed out in relief. I hadn’t realized how tense I was until that moment.

“One of the offices near the stairwell. I shot the camera.”

“Number three,” she said. “There are four on either side; all lined up to turn you to Swiss cheese.”

“Are they moving in?”

“No. Just sitting there like they’re on a picnic.”

I clenched my teeth. No hurry. I guess they weren’t too worried about Shika or Frank either, which made me even more worried.

Eight was more than six. I would have to get two of them on my own.

I put the gun on the floor. I put one of the dice in either hand.

Then I threw them out, angling the throw so they bounced off the wall and down the hallway, one on the left, one on the right.

The screams started a moment later. I knew by the sound of them I had rolled double fire. At least they would go quick.

I waited for the demon to laugh at me, to taunt me, or to thank me, now that it was able to get into my head without having the mask on my face. It did none of those. It simply fed.

I picked up the gun, staying on my knees and facing the left. All of the guards on that side were down and nearly dead. Bullets from guns aimed too high went over my head. I turned quickly, just in time to see Shika come up behind the remaining guards, stabbing one with a short knife and kicking the second in the head with enough force to knock him cold.

“Myra told you,” I said as I stood up.

“Yes. She said you needed help.” She looked at the bodies on the ground, decimated by the dice. 

I walked over to each and picked it up, both relieved and disgusted. Hadn’t we just been talking about this.

“The door isn’t here,” I said.

“How do you know?” she asked.

“Black isn’t trying hard enough to stop us. He’s just trying to make it look like he is. He’s buying time, wasting ours.”

“He could be stalling to keep us from reaching the passage.”

“How much resistance did you find on the second floor?”

“Two guards.”

“Guardians?”

“No.” She pursed her lips. It was an odd face coming from a kitsune. “I think you are right.”

We both spun to face the stairwell as the door burst open. Frank appeared in it a moment later, breathing hard.

“Shooting, I can do,” he said between gasps. “Punching, I can do. Healing, I can do. Running up four flights of stairs? No can do, boss.” He slumped against the wall.

“What did you find?”

“I got to half the doors before Myra called. Nothing.”

“The same for me,” Shika said.

“Another wild goose chase. And we’ve got twenty more targets on the list.”

“Do they all have stairs?” Frank said.

“They all have guards,” I replied, a feeling of hopelessness setting in. “This isn’t the place. Let’s head back to the-“

“Conor.”

The voice came through my earpiece. It wasn’t Myra.

“Sandman?” I said.

Frank and Shika looked at me strangely. She wasn’t transmitting to them, too.

“You’re in Tokyo. Good. I can’t stay here long. He’s watching me so much closer now.”

“The door isn’t here,” I said.

“I know,” she replied. What? “I didn’t send you here for the door. I sent you here for the key.”

“A little more explaining would be helpful,” I said.

“There’s no time to explain, not on this channel. One of the offices has a safe. Inside the safe is a card. It looks like a credit card. It’s a security key for Mr. Black’s intranet vault. A decryption key for a protocol I haven’t been able to crack. If we can get into the vault, I can pinpoint the door.”

“Where is the vault?”

“It’s digital. There is no where, only a how.”

“The Machine?” 

“Yes. Get the key, upload it to your avatar, and meet me there.”

“Won’t Black be able to find you online?”

“Maybe. But he can’t kill me, and he can’t unplug me. I’m already a prisoner. What else is he going to do?”

I couldn’t argue with that. “How do I get into the safe?”

“You’re a ghost, figure it out. I have to go.”

“You’re already a prisoner, what can he do to you?”

“Nothing. It’s what he can do to you. Find it, Conor.”

“Sandman? Sandman?”

“Baron?” Myra said. “I lost the link. What happened?”

“Things just got a little more complicated.”


























CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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“HOW SO?” FRANK ASKED.

“WE need to find a safe in one of these offices. There’s something inside that Sandman wants.”

“I thought we were looking for a door?”

“So did I.”

“Okay, I’ll check this side,” Frank said, pointing at one of the rooms. “What if I find it?”

“Call me and I’ll open it,” I said. “Shika, can you check the offices on the other end?”

“Of course, Baron.”

“She’s amazing, isn’t she?” Frank said once she was gone.

“She’s good at what she does.”

“I think she’s good at everything.”

“You make puppy love ugly.”

“Heh. I know. A woman like her wouldn’t have an interest in a guy like me.”

“No.”

“Hey, you never know. Stranger things have happened, right? Like being dead but not actually dying?”

“Maybe. Stop wasting time.”

“Okay, boss.”

I went back into the same office again, quickly heading to the back wall and moving aside the picture of the family. There was nothing behind it. I turned to the bookshelves and started pulling off the titles so I could see the wall behind. It took me three minutes to clear it. 

There was nothing there either.

I scanned the room. Of course, a safe big enough to fit a credit card could also be sized to only fit a credit card. Sandman hadn’t said it was in the wall, only that it was in one of the offices. I opened the file cabinets and emptied them. I felt along the floor to see if there was a bump. What I had said before about not asking corpses for info? If I had the desk jockey here, I would have asked, and if he wouldn’t tell me I would have killed him and asked again. 

Frustrated, I dropped into the chair and leaned back. My foot hit the side of the desk, and the monitor turned on, showing me a simple password entry screen.

Seeing it gave me an idea. I moved around to the back of the monitor, feeling the bottom edge. There was a slot for a card there. I tried to feel inside. There was nothing. That didn’t mean I wasn’t on the right track.

I left that office and found Frank.

“Are you checking the monitors?” I asked.

“Huh? No. Why?”

I ran my hand along the back of his. The same slot was there. This one wasn’t empty.

“There’s something here. We need to get it out.”

“Sure, I can bust that open.” He started reaching for the equipment before pausing. “My eye is telling me there’s an explosive attached to it.”

Of course. “An explosive that will go off if you try to force it open, destroying the card and probably your hand. Leave it.”

I went around to the other side and kicked the desk. The monitor turned on. 

“Myra, how many of the subsystems have you gotten into?”

“Just the cameras and the door locks so far,” Myra said. “Why?”

“I need to login to a workstation, and I don’t know the password.”

“I see you. Let me check, one second. No. The computers on four aren’t wired into the same network as everything else.”

“Okay.” I looked at Frank. “We’ll take the whole monitor.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

I shook my head, reconsidering. “No. It’s probably wired for tampering. Look around the room, see if you can find any names or dates or anything that might be significant enough to use as part of a password.”

“I don’t think this is going to work, boss.”

I put my hands out. “What else can we do?”

Something landed on the rooftop, hard enough to shake the building.

“That can’t be good,” Frank said.

“Shit. We need a password.”

“Baron,” Myra said. “A chopper just dropped on your head. I don’t like the looks of the team that climbed out.”

“How many?”

“A dozen.”

And I had already used up the dice. 

“Hey, what about that code that Myra gave us before we left?” Frank said.

I had forgotten about that. “Myra, what was that code you dug up again?”

“1-4-5-3-2-1-3-1. Why?”

“Could be nothing. Could be something. Hold on.” I typed the code into the password field and hit enter.

The screen vanished, replaced with the desktop. I stared at it for a few seconds in disbelief. Had something gone right for once?

“Frank, cover the door,” I said. 

“Sure thing.”

He lumbered past me, ducking through the doorway, gun in hand. 

I navigated through the menus. I didn’t like computers much, and I knew Myra or Prithi would have already found what I was looking for. I could sense the seconds ticking away in the back of my mind. It would take thirty seconds max for the kill team to reach us, and I didn’t want to be here when they did. If Black knew Sandman had contacted me here, those ghosts were most likely the best of the best.

I found it a moment later, a marked icon with an eject option. I hit it as I kicked the chair out behind me, reaching below the monitor to pull the card as it slid from its protective casing. 

“They’re on the stairs,” Myra said. 

“We’ve got it,” I replied, reaching the doorway. “Frank, let’s go. Where’s Shika?”

“She went to the stairs to meet them.”

“She’s either crazy or stupid.”

“Or she can take them all on her own.”

Guardian or not, nobody was that good.

I dashed to the stairwell, finding Shika waiting patiently just inside the door. I knocked on it to get her attention, and motioned for her to follow.

“What were you doing?” I asked.

“Giving you time.”

“They would have killed you.”

“Mr. Tarakona wanted me for a reason, Baron.”

That was all she needed to say about it. “We’ve got the card. We’ll go down the eastern stairwell.”

There was a second thump on the rooftop above us. 

“Another chopper,” Myra said. “I think they know you have the card.”

Of course someone would be monitoring that workstation if it were that important.

“We need another way out,” I said. “Is there an emergency exit somewhere in the blueprints?”

“Give me a second.”

“We don’t have a second.”

She didn’t respond to that. I kept us moving east while she reviewed the diagrams. 

“There’s an evacuation stairwell coming up, the third door on your right.”

We reached it. I pointed Frank at the door, and he bashed it in. We moved into a small service corridor, where all of the wires and pipes ran along the wall, with boxes attached to them for networking and monitoring. The stairwell was at the end of it. 

We were halfway there when the first guard popped up from the stairs. Frank shot him, the force of the gun’s blast sending him back down the steps, the echo making my ears ring. 

“Damn it, not in here,” Shika cursed, her ears flat on her head. That had to hurt her more than it hurt me.

“Sorry,” Frank said. 

She darted ahead of us, reaching the stairs ten paces in front. She went airborne, hands out and curled, sharp fingernails like a set of nasty claws. I heard flesh punching flesh, the crack of broken bones, two screams of pain. 

Four men were down on the steps when Frank and I reached them. Shika was still leading us down.

“Seriously,” Frank said. “Whoa.”

I couldn’t argue with him that time. 

The stairs ended at the ground floor. We poured out into the corridor, scanning it for signs of more guards. 

We were clear. 

“We have to go out the front,” Shika said. “They won’t attack us in the streets.”

“Past experience suggests they might,” I said. 

“Then we’ll escape into the growth. I can guide you.”

We headed for the front door. The coast wasn’t totally clear, and we hit a pocket of resistance as we neared the grand foyer. These weren’t Black’s best. These were the ground forces, the replacement level ghosts. They slowed us down for almost a minute, giving the kill teams time to reach us. 

They almost did. I looked back just in time to see their user cradling a ball of water in one hand, a flame in the other. An elementalist, a user who was technically a wizard, but not quite. He could hear all of the elemental magic frequencies and nothing else.

It was more than enough to make him a massive problem if we hadn’t already been two steps from escaping. 

I threw my hand up as ice and fire intermingled, launching at us in a spray of deadly projectiles. Death magic sat at my fingertips, pouring out and stealing the energy from the elementalist’s attack. The flames faded to smoke, the water splashed on the floor.

Bullets followed, striking the backside of the door.

We were already out.


























CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Whatever works[image: Image]




“WHICH WAY?” I ASKED. THE front of the building was set back a little from the main road, enough that there was room for a gate where two of the trikes were already parked outside, the doors still open and the keys likely still in the ignition.

We had already dispatched the former occupants. 

“Not to the street,” Shika said. “We can’t risk hurting others.”

Personally, I didn’t care that much if we hurt others. Freeing Sandman was about the fate of millions. I would have said so, but she was already running to the left, where a high steel fence was holding back the brush beyond.

“Do we follow her?” Frank asked.

She was a kitsune. Human, yes. But also closer to nature than I could ever be. If she said the jungle was safe, I was going to believe her. 

“Yeah.”

We kept running, staying behind her. She reached the fence and turned sideways, pushing herself between the bars. Her skeleton flattened as she did, allowing her chest and head to fit through. 

“I’ll clear a path for you,” she said, whatever that meant.

Then she vanished into the foliage.

“I can’t do that,” Frank said. 

“Neither can I,” I replied. “Keep some cover fire on the door.”

Frank turned and aimed, the augmentation in his eye giving him better than perfect vision. He hit the first of the kill team who appeared in the doorway right in the chest, knocking him back and down.

I put my hands on the bars and whispered the spell. The corrosion spread quickly up the metal, turning my hands red from the corrosion. I moved to the next set.

“Baron, a little help,” Frank said.

I turned around and saw the elementalist had cleared the doorway. He was using a semi-transparent shield of ice to block Frank’s assault, while the other members of the team crouched behind it for cover, getting in position to shoot around it.

“Keep them honest,” I said. 

“I’m almost out of bullets.”

“Just a minute.”

I drew in the death magic, sending it out like a tendril. It reached beneath the kill team, bypassing them to the corpse Frank had left by the door. 

“Get up,” I said, feeding the power into him. 

My stomach wrenched from the effort. I had never used this much magic in one day before. Even so, I felt his soul return to the body, confused, shocked, and under my control.

Frank’s guns clicked. Empty.

The kill team saw it and reacted instantly.

Or they would have if my zombie hadn’t started shooting at their backs at the same time. 

A chorus of shouts rose from the team, the sound of a multitude of guns discharging followed. The elementalist dropped the shield, giving us only a cursory look before turning to help his team. My puppet wouldn’t last long, but he didn’t need to. I corroded two more bars. Frank did the rest, pulling them apart and shoving his way into the brush while I trailed behind.

We had gone about five feet before a path opened up, a narrow corridor in the dense vegetation that left us room to walk. We followed it fifty feet, catching up to Shika in a hurry. She was at the head of the path, her hands out, her head tilted back and voice lifted in a quiet song.

It was ethereal. Mesmerizing. I had never heard anything like it before. It was in Japanese, so I didn’t know the words. I didn’t need to. 

I reached out to my zombie, checking his condition. They had gotten him to ground and severed his hands. I let him go at the same time I heard thrashing in the brush behind us.

“They’re still coming,” I said.

Shika stopped singing. “Too slow. Follow me.”

She headed off into the vegetation. I motioned Frank ahead of me and took the rear, letting him bear the burden of clearing space to fit through. We only went a hundred yards before the thickness subsided enough that Frank could move more freely. We kept going deeper into the growth.

“They’re still following,” I said.

“I know. We will lose them in here unless you saw another like me with them?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Then we will lose them.”

“I’m not exactly blending in out here,” Frank said.

“It will not matter soon. Come on.”

We kept going, moving through the foliage as quickly as possible. It only took a few minutes for me to realize that the kill team was falling behind, unable to pick an efficient route. Score one for Tarakona.

“Where are we?” I said as we went deeper into the jungle. The canopy was so thick it blocked the entire sky.

“A small strip of land between buildings. The city is all around us, even though you cannot see it.”

It was surreal to know that we were so close to civilization, and yet feel so detached from it. “Are we almost to the other side?”

“We’re moving laterally, remaining inside the growth.”

“Why? We’re far enough ahead. We should be able to vanish.”

“You will see, Baron. Very soon.”

I didn’t know what she was planning. I didn’t ask. If it was good for us and bad for them, that was fine with me.

We stopped a minute later. I didn’t know why because this part of the wilderness looked the same as the rest. Lots of trees and vines and plants, and I guess the rest of Tokyo not far beyond. Shika had a reason for the pause. She lifted her head slightly, listening. 

“Remain still. They won’t harm you as long as they know you’re with me.”

“Who?”

“Not who, Baron. What.”

The brush around us began to tremble as something large moved through it. I subconsciously took a few steps to get closer to Shika. So did Frank. 

“What is it?” he asked.

“Nue,” Shika replied.

“Never heard of it.”

“A chimera. Head like a monkey, body like a tiger, tail resembling a snake. They’re in the trees as well.”

I hadn’t thought to look up. When I did, I saw something large and striped bounce from one tree to another. 

“They are the reason this part of the growth remains. The Nue remain strictly within their territory, but to disturb them would mean forcing them to find a new home, somewhere out there.”

“Why don’t they just kill them all?” I said.

“Don’t let them hear you,” Shika replied. “Nue are not an easy kill, Baron. Just getting close enough to one will make you sick, and they are incredible climbers. Their skin also changes pattern to better camouflage.”

“Nasty,” Frank said. “How come they won’t attack us?”

“They know kitsune. They remember.”

I heard the first screams mingled with a chattering roar that I assumed belonged to the Nue. The States had its share of monsters, but I don’t know if any were as frightening. Gunshots echoed through the greenery, cut off within seconds.

“Why are they attacking them?” I asked.

“They are trespassing,” Shika said. “They should have shown more respect.” 

I nodded. Not out of understanding, but acceptance. 

Whatever worked. 
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WE GOT BACK TO THE hotel half an hour later. I was dead tired by then, the adrenaline and magic washing out of me and leaving me feeling like I was made of a mixture of rubber and lead. The fact that we had gotten out alive helped some, especially considering the fatal gunshot wound I had taken. Even so, I wanted to drop and not wake up for a day or two. 

I also wanted to cough my lungs up.

The end of the action had put the outcome of my magic use front and center, leaving me sicker than I wanted to be at this stage of the game. It was a bad spot to be in, especially since there was still so much to do, and less time than ever to do it. Hitting Black where it hurt was going to force him to up the pressure. How that came about, and what that meant remained to be seen, but there was no denying that he would be taking this whole thing seriously now.

As if he hadn’t before.

For the moment, I was content enough when we stepped out of the elevator into our suite. I ignored Myra as she made her way from the kitchen and I made my way to it, navigating directly to the fridge and opening the door. My Xenoxofril was sitting inside, and I grabbed it and headed to where I left the injector. A shot of meds, a good night’s sleep, and I would be as ready as I would ever be for tomorrow.

“What are you doing?” Myra asked, not letting me continue to ignore her.

“I need to heal up,” I said, coughing heavily afterward.

“Are you serious? You just stole from Mr. Black and killed two of his teams.”

“There’s no magic up here. He won’t be getting in. Don’t worry about it.”

“Don’t worry about it? Conor, you started a fucking war tonight.”

“No. Tarakona started the war back in LA. Or maybe Black started the war when he hired someone to steal a dragon’s egg. I don’t know whose fault it is anymore, and I don’t care. I’m sick and tired.”

“There’s no time. Even if this floor is safe, what about the rest of the building. Black could tear it right off the foundation and knock it over if he wanted to.”

“And kill innocents? I don’t think so.”

“He wants to kill everyone who isn’t pure homo sapiens. You don’t think he’ll knock over a building?”

The fact that I had to think about it probably said a lot. 

“I need the meds, Myra.”

“Prithi needs us.”

“You can wake me in two hours.”

“Conor-”

“No,” I snapped. “I fucking died tonight, Myra. Do you know what means? Because I sure as hell don’t. All I know is that I was dead, and yet my soul stayed put and waited for me to heal myself by stealing the unused life force from a fresh corpse. Believe me; it takes a lot out of you.”

“You were dead?” Myra said. “That’s impossible.”

“Yeah. It was a new experience for me, too.”

She stared at me, dumbstruck. 

“I’m going to take the meds and sleep for a couple of hours. If Black shows up, tell him to come back later.”

That made her smile. “I have a feeling he won’t be very accommodating on that front.”

“At least try. Thanks for that passcode, by the way. It turned out to be a winner.”

“I’m happy to hear it,” she replied. 

I stared at her. I was on the verge of collapse, and I could still tell there was something about that topic that she wasn’t saying, and didn’t want me to ask about. 

So I did.

“Just out of curiosity, where did you find it?”

Her face turned red, and she looked at my feet. “I told you. In the Machine.”

“Does Prithi know what a lousy liar you are? Myra, where did you get the code?”

“It doesn’t matter, does it? You got what you needed.”

Now I was sick, tired, and angry. “Yeah. There’s no such thing as convenience. Who did you get it from, and what was the price?”

“Conor-”

“What was the price?” I shouted. Nothing was free, especially in the Machine. 

“You can’t put a price on Prithi’s life,” Myra said. She was on the verge of tears.

My shouting attracted Frank and Shika, who appeared in separate doorways.

“Myra,” I said, softening my voice. “You know what’s happening here. You know the stakes. If someone else knew what we were looking for and gave you information to help us find it, that’s something we really, really need to know about.”

She stared at me, trying to decide how much to say. “Fine. I got it from Aziban.”

I wasn’t expecting that. 

“What?”

“Pree was in the Machine. I was surprised, too, and I wanted to tell you. She said I couldn’t. She told me you had to finish the job. She wanted you to finish the job.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. She said she was fine, that she was taken care of. She didn’t say Death was holding her. She didn’t say who it was. They gave her the passcode and told her to bring it to me.”

I didn’t know what to say or think. Frank couldn’t have hit me as hard as this new development. Death had taken Prithi and then given her information that I needed. Was he helping me? That didn’t make any sense. 

This whole damn thing didn’t make any sense.

Well, maybe the fact that something had gone right for once did. It had happened because it was a trick, or a trap, or some other method of control disguised as something serendipitous. I remembered then that Death had been trying to get a hold of me for some reason right before Tarakona gave me the ring. Was this about that? Was it connected?

Did it even matter?

It seemed like every powerful entity in the world wanted me to hit Mr. Black, except maybe for the demon in my pocket.

Worse? It seemed like everyone else thought that I could.

“I need to rest,” I said, letting the whole thing drop. None of the details were important. What was important was being strong enough to get in the ring for round three. 

“You don’t need your health or your magic in the Machine,” Myra said.

“You heard that?”

“I was patched into the Machine, too. I noticed when Sandman hijacked our wireless connection. Maybe she wanted me to?”

“Probably so you could give me shit about it.” I paused to cough again. “If I go in now, will you stop nagging me and let me take my meds when we’re done?”

Myra smiled. “Sure.”

Shika and Frank were still in their respective doorways. Had Shika heard Myra use my name? Did I care? I didn’t. I had bigger things to worry about, and she was as loyal to Mr. T as they came. 

“Either of you up for a trip to the Machine?” I asked.

“We only have one portable,” Myra said.

“No. I’m not doing this myself. This is Red’s building. There isn’t a Machinery inside?”

“There is,” Shika said. 

“It isn’t secure,” Myra said. “Just because the nodes belong to Red they’re still connected to the rest of the network, and the rest of the Houses.”

“Black already knows what I’m up to. He also knows I’m somewhere in Tokyo by now. It wouldn’t be too much of a stretch for him to guess I’m holed up in one of House Red’s hotels. If he wants to knock a building full of innocents over, he can do it, so I’m guessing he doesn’t. Even if we use the key to find the door, we still have to get to it, get through it, and get past the home guard.” And probably Mr. Black. I didn’t say that part out loud because I didn’t want to make Myra more nervous about our chances. “He’ll have a few more shots at us before this is over.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Frank said, grinning. 

He had enjoyed his first run, so much so that he had been talking about it almost nonstop since we had gotten out of the wild. He had been horrified by his first outburst when he had killed Robert. It didn’t seem to be bothering him much now. I understood why. If it weren’t you making the run, it would be somebody else. If it weren’t you doing the killing, another ghost would, and they would be taking home the paycheck that could have been yours. That was how it worked. Maybe he wasn’t being paid for this one up front but he had already scored the augmentation, plus Tarakona knew who he was. If he survived this one, there would be plenty of future opportunities.

“Shika, do you use the Machine?” I asked.

She shook her head. I hadn’t expected she did. You couldn’t get much further from nature than inside a virtual reality.

“You can stand guard, then. What floor are we going to?”

“The penthouse,” Shika said.

“Penthouse? The Machinery is up there?”

“It’s a private node. It belongs to the user that runs the hotel. A technomancer named Rolo Brand.”

“Rolo?” Frank said. “That’s a name?”

“Tarakona seems to have a lot of technos in his stable,” I said. 

“Mr. Tarakona is very interested in the marriage of technology and biology, but this one is Red’s. He’s the only one in the House.”

“You don’t have an issue with a marriage like that?” I asked.

“That is not my decision to make. I understand there is a value provided by circuits and logic that nature cannot replace. The opposite is also true. In my opinion, more so.” 

“A real marriage of convenience,” Frank said. “Let me tell you; this thing is pretty convenient.” He tapped at his eye. “Saved my bacon at least twice already.”

I coughed again, swallowing the blood that came up. At least I had a good incentive to get this over with.

“Let’s pay Rolo a visit.”


























CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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ROLO BRAND DIDN’T ANSWER THE door. After being let in by one of his lackeys and brought to the chamber where the technomancer kept his toys, I immediately started to wonder if Rolo Brand did anything outside of the Machine.

“That’s him?” I asked, pointing at a chubby arm. It was the only part of him that was visible beyond the wires and connectors and whatever that provided him a “heightened sense of immersion inside the Machine,” as his keeper had put it.

It looked to me like he just used the millions worth of kit to get himself off.

“I know he doesn’t look very impressive like that,” the butler said. He hadn’t bothered to give his name and I hadn’t cared enough about to ask. “You see, Rolo has multiple sclerosis. He can barely even move in the outside world. He is almost a god in the Machine.”

“I hear that a lot,” I said.

I hated the Machine and had no use for Machine gods. I understood why he would want to spend all his time there considering his physical health, just like I understood why Dannie had liked entering the Machine after she lost her legs. I still thought it was a shitty way to live.

“Can we talk to him?” Shika asked.

The servant went over to a secondary console and tapped a button. “Rolo, you have guests,” he said.

There was no response from the meat. Instead, a hidden door slid aside along a cold metal wall and a treaded robot rolled out. It had a large screen for a face, which turned on and became a man’s face as it approached. It was a chiseled, action-hero face, the kind of face nobody had in reality. It was right on the edge of the uncanny valley.

It looked us over for a few seconds, pausing on Shika.

“You brought these losers here?” he said.

“Rolo, we need your help,” Shika replied.

“My help? What can I possibly help you with? I’m just a nerd in a box.” He laughed at his little joke. Nobody else did.

“We’re on a job for Mr. Tarakona,” I said.

“Our new supreme leader?” The avatar rolled its eyes. “Please. I don’t bother him; he doesn’t bother me. That was the arrangement to keep me on here.”

“You’re full of it, Rolo,” Shika said. “You cross Tarakona; you lose all of this.”

“I have enough stashed away to replace it, and he knows it. Anyway, I’m busy right now. Come back in an hour.”

“We just need to use your other rigs,” I said. I wasn’t sure why he had more than one. I doubted he had friends. “You don’t have to be involved at all.”

The robot rolled over closer to me, the screen sliding down a long neck to get to eye level. “Not involved? I’m involved in everything having to do with House Red and the Machine. I write the code, the security protocols, the patches. I tend to the bots. I cultivate new technos. Who the hell are you, anyway? Some entry-level ghost Tarakona pulled off the street to use as cannon fodder?”

“I’m called the Baron,” I said. “I was a friend of Ms. Red.”

The eyebrows wrinkled. “You’re the Baron?” He laughed. “I thought you would be at least a little handsome.”

“That’s funny coming from you.”

“Zing,” he said. “Nice one. Okay, so you saved House Red from being eaten by Mr. Black. Do you think that’s earned you any favors from me?”

“Yes.”

“It hasn’t. Piss off.”

The screen went off, and the robot began turning around. I looked over at Shika. It was her job to get him in line.

“You have no idea how important this is, Rolo.”

“Don’t know. Don’t care,” he said through the robot.

“One call to Mr. Tarakona, and you’ll be on your way out of a job.”

“Your threats don’t mean a thing to me, tree humper.”

Shika’s face turned red at the comment, her jaw clenching in anger. It was the first time I had seen her lose her calm demeanor.

“You little-” she started to say. I cut her off with a hand gesture, walking toward the cocoon the real Rolo Brand was mostly holed up in. This guy was getting on my nerves.

“I can’t allow you near him,” the butler said, cutting me off.

“If you’re loyal to your House, you’ll get out of my way,” I said.

“I’m loyal to my friend,” the man replied. “Then the House he serves. I never pledged anything different.”

“You’re going to make this difficult?”

“I’m afraid you aren’t giving me a choice.”

“I’ve got a choice for you, pal,” Frank said, approaching behind me. “Step aside, or I’ll rip your damn fool head off.”

Rolo growled, the robot still facing the other way. “Okay, okay. Fine. There’s no need for violence, and nobody can do a damn thing with all of this fucking noise. Do me a favor and take them up to the rigs.”

“Are you sure?” the servant asked.

“Yes, I’m sure. I can finish up with this later.”

The man shrugged. “Follow me.”

He led us out of Rolo’s room and up a winding staircase. We were high enough that the view out to Tokyo was pretty awesome. So was the sight of something large, airborne, and fire-breathing way up over the city.

“What is that?” I asked.

“A dragon,” Shika said.

“I thought-”

“That is what the people call them because most have no other point of reference. In truth, they are simply large, flying reptiles.”

“They look pretty cool from here,” Frank said.

“Yes, they can be quite beautiful. Their scales refract the sunlight in such a way that they take on a very interesting pattern in the daylight. Perhaps you’ll have a chance to see it.”

“Maybe you can show me sometime?” Frank said.

Shika ignored him, moving ahead a few steps.

I glanced at Frank. “I had to try,” he whispered.

I dropped back to walk next to Myra. She had fallen silent as soon as we left the suite.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Not really. This whole thing is terrifying.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Do you think we’ll win?”

“We’re the good guys; we have to win.”

“Are you sure we’re the good guys?”

“Not completely. We have to win anyway.”

“I just want Prithi back.”

“You’ll get her back. Even if I die.”

“If Death is helping you, that means he needs you for something. Death needs you, Conor. That’s an even scarier thought.”

“For both of us. You told me that Prithi didn’t say it was Death that took her.”

“No. You think it was someone else?”

“I don’t know. Probably not.”

We fell into silence as we reached the top of the stairs and were led down a long corridor.

“What is it with Machine admins, anyway?” I said as we walked. “Every single one of you I’ve met so far has had a chip of some kind on their shoulder.”

“Maybe you just aren’t likable,” Myra replied.

“I’m serious.”

“So am I, but if you need another answer, spend a little more time thinking about what the Machine is.”

“An escape from reality,” I said. “So you’re saying only people who are angry at the world want to escape?”

“No. Everybody wants to escape. People who are angry at the world want to change it. Control it. Machine admins can do that.”

“Why are you so angry? It’s not as though you’re dying.”

She glared at me. “You know what? You use your illness like it’s a good reason for everything that suits you. Like it’s the ultimate apology. Fuck that. I’d rather be angry than make excuses.”

She had me there. I clenched my teeth, taking the lumps. It wasn’t as if I never felt like shit for it.

Myra looked at me then, surprised at my lack of return venom. She made a thoughtful, slightly scared face, and then moved a little closer to me, catching me off-guard with her sudden reduction in hate.

“I was abused by my brother. Almost every night from seven to nine. He made me hate almost everything about myself, and my parent’s inability to see that I was being abused made me hate the rest. It’s not an excuse for the way I’ve always treated you, and I’m sorry.”

I stared at her, not sure what to think or say. An older version of me would have given her a comforting hug. A part of me still wanted to be that guy. The other part couldn’t. You couldn’t be a ghost and be that person. The two things didn’t mix.

“Apology accepted,” I said.

She shook her head at me, giving me a pitying look that made me feel more guilty about who I was.

I couldn’t think of anything else to do but look away.


























CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Brown-eyed girl[image: Image]






ROLO’S MANSERVANT, OR WHATEVER HE was, went out of his way to get us hooked up into the rigs and ready to go. He was cordial, almost polite about it, calmly checking our connections and chatting with us as he did.

He said he knew Rolo could be a bit of an asshole sometimes, but he attributed it to his disease that left him so incapacitated he often went on his little power trips. He was nothing but a brain trapped in a limp body outside of the machine, capable of mixing technology and magic, but incapable of much else.

The description reminded me of what Myra had said a few minutes earlier about my own predicament. I had abandoned my wife and child. I had used it to justify stealing, killing, and a whole host of other transgressions that normal people never had the faintest desire to be part of. I had let it, and the fear of death, control every aspect of my life since the day I was diagnosed.

Control.

I was sensing a pattern there, and the more focused it became, the more unhappy I grew.

Or was it hopeless?

I leaned back in the chair. My eyes were already covered by the Machine visor, and I was getting a little nervous. I could sense Shika standing between Myra and me while Frank had taken Prithi’s portable in order to participate. Rolo’s chairs were all human-sized and very comfortable, apparently designed to keep the techno’s guests comfortable during what his butler called “the craziest orgies you can imagine.”

I could imagine a lot. Not that I wanted to. Your body reacted outside the Machine the same way it did inside the Machine, so I could only imagine what the seating had been through. The thought made me nauseous.

“We’re ready,” Shika said.

“Take the card,” I said, handing it to her. “Once we’re in, upload the data to my avatar.”

“You’re starting to sound like a real Machinist,” Myra said.

“Shut up,” I replied in a generally humorous tone. At least as humorous as my raspy voice got.

I heard her feet padding along the floor, heading over to the mainframe where I assumed the butler was standing.

“You’ll be dropping into Rolo’s mansion,” he said. “It’s near the edge of the City of Wonders.”

“Sounds great,” I replied. I was assuming Sandman would meet us inside.

“In five. Four. Three. Two. One.”

I felt a sense of pressure, and then I was falling through the rabbit hole again.

I landed on a heavily padded floor. There were pillows all around me, and I was completely naked. Well, my avatar was. So were Frank and Myra’s. Of course, we were all gender-messy, a conflagration of male and female with all of the parts for both.

“This is the second time you’re seeing me naked,” Frank said, laughing at the situation. “Next time, we’re going to have to get it on.”

“I’m not amused,” I said.

Neither was Myra, and I could imagine why. She was holding her hands over her parts, her face red and tears ready to spring into her eyes. It didn’t matter that the avatar didn’t look like her, or that the body wasn’t hers.

“If you can hear me, fix it,” I shouted. “And upload the key.”

Our forms pixellated and refocused. The avatars were all human, designed to look like movie stars or something, and now they were clothed. A moment later, I could feel a new bit of information slip into my brain. It was another passcode of some kind, but it was thousands of characters long.

“That’s better,” Myra said, wiping her face. I hoped Rolo’s asshole servant could see the tears below the visor. I hoped he would feel guilty about them.

“Now what do we do?” Frank asked.

“Get out of here before we get attacked by a giant testicle,” I replied. It was a lame joke, and I wasn’t even sure I was joking.

We made our way out of the room, into a long hallway. The exit was straight ahead, and I didn’t waste any time getting out. Of course, I turned around after we exited. Of course, the hole we came out of was a disgusting one.

“Some sense of humor,” Frank said. Even he had lost his initial amusement because of Myra’s reaction.

“The City of Wonders,” Myra said, looking out the other way. 

I turned to get a look. It didn’t look any different than any other city on the planet to me. “What’s so wonderful about it?” 

“Nothing,” she replied. “Aldred thought it was a funny name, and it stuck. It’s one of the most normal zones in the Machine. Kind of boring, really.”

“Then that’s where we’re going,” I said. “We can wait for Sandman there.”

“How do you know she’ll show up?” Myra asked. “She would have to be monitoring the Machine twenty-four-seven.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if she does. Mr. Black doesn’t give her a lot of freedom.”

We covered the long distance in a short time, each step seeming to carry us further than should have been possible. Like Myra had said, the City of Wonders was boring. It was a ghost town, a place where few travelers visited and fewer lingered. It meant that all of the NPCs were frozen in time, their execution paused to optimize processing. They began to come back to life as we wandered down the streets, standing and waiting and watching, ready for us to need their attention.

“You think she’s going to show, boss?” Frank asked a few minutes later. 

I had been confident in the beginning. It had quickly faded. “I don’t know. I hope so. I hope that Black hasn’t done something to her.”

“Yeah.”

“Excuse me,” one of the AI avatars said, stepping toward us from a street corner. A man in a suit.

“What’s up, pal?” Frank said.

“Go to the end of the road and turn left,” it said as it walked right past us.

I watched it for a second. Clever. 

“I think we should do what it says,” I said.

“Sounds like a plan,” Frank replied.

We went to the end of the street and turned left. We’d barely reached the corner when a prostitute approached us, grabbing Frank’s arm.

“Looking for a good time, honey?” it said.

“Uh-” Frank looked away, embarrassed.

“Head north two blocks to the red sign.”

She let go of him and returned to the corner. 

We walked north, pausing when we reached a storefront with a red neon sign that read “Pawn and Liquor.” A gangbanger was leaned against the wall there, staring us down. 

“Yo,” he said. “Turn around. Down the alley.”

Even in the Machine, I wound up in a fucking alley? We followed the instructions, making our way into and down a dark, dingy passage between two buildings. The smell of dead rodents and feces was strong in the air. I didn’t like the feel of it.

“List mods,” I said softly. A list of my avatar modifications floated in front of my face. All of them suggested different kinds of sick sexual enhancement. That’s what I got for being forced into one of Rolo’s avatars.

“Baron.”

Sandman stepped out of the shadows. She looked the same as the last time I had seen her.

“It’s about time,” I said. “I’ve got the key.”

“I know.” She smiled, stepping into the light. 

Her eyes were blue.
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SHE NOTICED THAT I HAD noticed. Her smile grew bigger. “I never did care much for deception.” A whole crew of bad guys poured from every crevice. They were armed with bats and chains and pipes, dressed in denim and leather like a 50s biker gang. “The key belongs to Mr. Black. You shouldn’t have taken it.”

“You can’t kill us in here,” I replied, keeping my eyes on the gang members. There were at least twenty of them surrounding us.

“I don’t need to kill you, Baron, in here or out there. I just need to wipe the key, or at the very least keep you from using it. That’s why my bots don’t have guns.”

Bots? Was this guy acting alone? He had done a masterful job of duplicating Sandman’s avatar. He had only fucked up the eyes. Or had it been intentional? 

“Who are you?”

He smiled. “I’m not going to tell you that. We’re both alive out there. I want to stay that way.”

The gang started to close in on us.

“Feel free to exit the Machine if you want to escape,” Fake Sandman said. “I can’t stop you.”

I backed up, meeting Myra and Frank in the center of the shrinking circle of Sharks. Or were they Jets?

“What do you want to do, boss?” Frank asked. “I don’t have trogre strength in here.”

“Or trogre regen. I don’t know about you, but my mods suck.” 

“Bad choice of words. I don’t think I’ve got anything that can help.”

“I do,” Myra said. “I didn’t let him preload me with that rig-standard crap. Mod Athena.”

I watched as her avatar changed into the Greek goddess of war, complete with helmet, breastplate, and a flaming sword.

The change forced Fake Sandman’s hand. The bots attacked, rushing in at us with chains twirling and bats ready to swing.

I ducked a solid swing, coming up and hitting my attacker hard in the chest. He groaned and fell back a step, recovering almost immediately. A second biker grabbed my arm, and I tried to send my magic into him before remembering I didn’t have any here. I yanked instead, trying to free myself as the first guy cocked the bat again.

Myra’s sword cut off the avatar’s arm and then sliced neatly through the bat before it could be swung again. I was about to thank her when a chain hit the side of her helmet, knocking her away. 

I jumped on the biker’s back, wrapping my arm around his neck and trying to strangle him, giving Myra a few seconds to jump back to her feet. She sliced one of the assholes neatly in half and elbowed another, sending him crashing into the wall. He bounced off and came back, barely affected.

I rode the biker, realizing that choking him out was futile. He wasn’t real and didn’t need air. That didn’t mean I was going to let go. It made it harder to hit me without hitting him. Or at least, I thought it would, until a bat came flying at my face, right next to my ride’s. I dropped off as it connected with the side of his head, bashing it in and knocking him to the ground. I backpedaled, right into the arms of a waiting bot. He wrapped me up in a full-nelson, holding me tight while I struggled.

“Drop the sword,” Fake Sandman said. 

I shifted my eyes, finding Myra on her feet, still fighting, while Frank was buried beneath a pile of bots. 

Myra looked at me. We could still exit the Machine. Get out and try again. Come back more prepared the next time. Would it matter? This ghost would be waiting, appropriately escalated to match whatever we returned with. He was skilled. More skilled than Myra. Enough so that if I had to guess I would say he was a technomancer. What about Rolo? Would he make himself useful if I told him what it would mean for his life if magic went away? After all, if Mr. Black undid everything, the Machine would go, too.

“Now, let’s just finish extracting the data and you’ll be free to go,” Fake Sandman said, approaching me. “Or you can go now. Your choice, Baron.”

I couldn’t replace the key. I could try to get past him again. We were going to have to evacuate. There was no other choice.

“You know what’s going to happen to this place, don’t you?” I said. If I was going to try to appeal to Rolo with the consequences, why not this ghost? “If Mr. Black gets what he wants?”

“He wants to keep you out of his home.”

“He wants more than that. Do you know what Mr. Black is trying to do?”

“I don’t ask questions. I’m paid to follow orders.”

“Yeah, I get that. And that’s normally what you should do. But you need to know; Mr. Black is planning on ending magic. He’s going to pull the plug on the Machine the first chance he gets.”

I saw her brows dip just a little. She was surprised by the statement.

“You’re lying,” she said. “It’s understandable that you would, considering your other options.”

“He isn’t lying,” Frank said. “We’re trying to stop him, and you’re getting in the way.”

“Why would I believe you?” Fake Sandman said. “Any of you?” She stepped forward, putting her hand out toward my forehead. “You have two seconds to make your choice, Baron.”

I felt the hold on my arms loosen slightly. Then the bot that was holding me spoke. 

“He isn’t lying, Pool,” it said.

“What?” Pool took a step back. “I didn’t program you to speak.”

“You didn’t program me at all.”

The biker let me go. The weapons vanished from the rest of them, and they stood straight up with their arms at their sides.

“What’s going on?” Pool said, growing nervous. “What did you do? How do you know my handle?”

“I found your node and took a peek. You can learn a lot about a person that way. I’m sorry I’m late, Baron. Mr. Black has been trying to block me as best he can. It took me some time to work around it. He was stupid for giving me direct access to the Machine. I don’t think he imagined how capable I would become.”

“It’s no problem,” I said, stretching my neck. “You got here in time. Fake Sandman, meet the real Sandman.”

Pool looked both frightened and pissed. “How did you hack my bots? Are you a techno?”

“No. Your code is sloppy, and your magic is weak. Like I said, he isn’t lying to you, Pool. Mr. Black is going to end the Machine if he can. He’s going to take your power away. Are you going to let him?”

Pool shook her head. “What can I do? If I go against Black, he’ll know about it. He’ll kill me. He’s already on the warpath.”

“He’ll kill you for failing if you don’t keep us from the vault,” Sandman said. “I’ll kick you out if you try to stop us. Whatever way you choose, you’re a dead man.”

Pool stood silent and still.

“Unless you help us,” Sandman said. “If we can get to Black before he can get to you, there’s a slim chance you’ll survive.”

“I’ve got a wife and son,” Pool said, her whole demeanor changing now that she was the one who had to make a choice between bad and worse.

“Then give yourself the best chance to live. We have the key to the vault. Do you know where it is?”

“No. They don’t give me that kind of intel.” Pool’s avatar changed then, from the faux Sandman to a guy in a simple black suit. “Damn it. This was supposed to be easy money. Damn it. Damn it. Damn it.”

“Would an incentive help?” I said. “House Red’s new benefactor has deep pockets.” And a hoard of gold.

“And break my contract? I’m-”

“Dead,” I finished for him. “Yeah, in this case, you can be dead and honorable, or possibly alive and funded. You said you don’t know where the vault is, but it’s obvious you know something.”

“They’re watching me. The admins. They’ve got a line on my node.”

“I’ve already blocked it,” Sandman said. She had changed the biker avatar to her original form, yellow eyes and all. “It will take at least thirty minutes for them to get a team to your physical position.”

“Tell us what you know, and House Red will take care of you.”

“Red? Red can barely take care of itself.”

“I told you, they have a new benefactor. Or didn’t you hear? They’re also aligned with Yellow and Blue.”

“The Houses are at war, pal,” Frank said. 

“Only Red or Black can come out as the winner,” Sandman said. “Either way, the balance of power is going to change, and only one of those sides wants to keep the world the way it is.”

“What do you know?” I asked again.

Pool heaved a massive sigh. “I don’t know where the vault is. I can tell you who does, but he’s never going to tell you. Not even if it means losing the Machine.”

“Who?”

“Aldred Jones.”

“The Aldred Jones?” Myra asked.

“Yeah. Black hired him to build the vault.”

I turned to Sandman. “I still don’t understand what this has to do with finding the right door?”

“Everything,” Sandman replied. “Black is powerful. Incredibly powerful. But that power is divided into a hundred pieces. He doesn’t switch the door position on his own. It’s automated based on an algorithm, the source code for which is stored in the vault.”

“Automagic?” Frank said.

“Yes. If we can get into the vault, we can reverse engineer the algorithm and figure out where the door is at any given moment.”

“Except the only person who knows how to get to the vault is the guy who created the Machine,” I said. “The one person in all the world who values privacy, security, and anonymity above all other things.”

“He’ll tell us where it is,” Sandman said. “He has to.”

“Why?”

“Because I know who he is on the outside. I know where he lives.”

“He won’t give up Black to save his own life,” I said. “Or his family’s, if he has one. There’s nothing you can control him with.”

“There’s always something,” Sandman said. “Always.”

I wasn’t so sure about that, but I decided to play along. It was Sandman’s life on the hook after all.

“Fine,” I said, turning to Pool. “Where can we find him?”
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NOTHING WAS FAR AWAY IN the Machine if you had the right mods, or were traveling with the right person. A construct that sat a simulated distance of ten-thousand miles was only a step away, or in Sandman’s case, a teleport.

I expected that she would jump us over to the club where Aldred was supposed to hang out whenever he was inside. I was taken off-guard when she split us up, bouncing Myra and Frank to the Wysiwyg and her and me to somewhere else.

A beach. A white, pristine beach where a perfect blue ocean lapped at the sand.

“What is this?” I asked, suddenly fearful that I’d be suckered.

“House Red?” Sandman said, her eyes instantly furious. 

I made a face. I knew what this was about. “Yeah. I can explain-”

“I told you not to get Tarakona involved. Did you think I was kidding? Now you’re using him to offer bribes to bad programmers?”

“You went along with it.”

“Did I have a choice? The last thing Pool needed was to see us at odds with one another. Ugh. I can’t believe you’re so stupid.”

The statement pissed me off. “Stupid? You set me up against the most powerful wizard alive and expected me to be able to keep him neutralized on my own? And don’t forget, that was after you threatened the welfare of my family. If anyone was being stupid, it was you.”

“Me?” 

She looked like she wanted to say more. Instead, all of the anger dropped in an instant, and digital tears formed on her digital eyes. 

“I just want to be free,” she said. “Tarakona won’t let me go. He’ll lock me up, just like Black did.”

“Not so he can find a way to use your blood to kill people.”

“Do the reasons why matter? Caged is caged.”

“You have the Machine.” It was a lame thing to say.

“News flash. This place isn’t real. Some people might find living in a world where normal rules don’t apply is exciting, but this is the only world I’ve ever gotten a chance to know. To be honest, being able to change the rules makes it mundane. There’s no risk to it. No randomness. No spiritual center.”

“You’re dragging God into this?”

“I’m trying to drag a little empathy out of you, Conor. You used to care about things.”

“I care about my family.”

“You do, but not as much as you care about yourself.”

I felt the guilt stirring. How was it that this woman who had never seen the true light of day could see right through me?

“I do my best to take care of them. It isn’t any of your damn business.”

“Do you want to know what my world looks like? Not this one. The one out there. It’s a suite of rooms, like an apartment. Unlike an apartment, there are no hard edges. No solid tables. No knives, no forks. Nothing that I could possibly cut myself on or with. Even my Machine rig is embedded in this gel of some kind that makes the outer part of it mushy.”

“Black is worried that you’ll kill yourself?”

“Kill myself, hurt myself, or otherwise diminish my value to him. At the front of the apartment is a soft table. My meals appear there, magicked in by him because nobody ever comes or goes. I have to eat them with my fingers, no matter what it is.”

“What about laundry? Sheets, blankets, clothing?”

She shook her head. “I don’t have any.”

“You don’t have any clothes?”

“I could choke myself with them. I’ve spent my entire life out there completely naked, completely exposed and yet totally sheltered. I don’t even know what I look like.” She held out her arms. “This is the best approximation I can come up with. The color of the skin is correct, and I can see most of my body by looking down, so the general size and shape is right. The walls of the apartment have a little bit of reflection if I look into them just so, which is how I know my eyes are yellow. I know my hair is long because it has never been cut. But my face? I don’t know if this is my face. I’ve never seen the real thing.”

I had never expected to hear a story like this. Her words were digging deep into me, cutting through the layers of defenses and reaching toward my soul. She wanted to drag some empathy out. 

It was working.

“When you told me it didn’t matter how you were different-”

“It’s because I don’t know. I’m not pure human; that much is obvious. I know I’m unique because Black said I am. He also said I’m dangerous. How? Why? I wish I knew. Maybe then the captivity would make sense?” 

The tears were flowing now. I wasn’t looking at a powerful Machinist, who was on the verge of helping me pull one over on Mr. Black. I was looking at a scared girl.

I approached her then. Somewhere within myself, I found a tiny shred of compassion, and I let it work its way up. I held out my arms, and she stepped into them, letting me try to be comforting. 

“I won’t turn you over to Tarakona.”

“You may not have a choice.”

“Everyone always has a choice.” I’d made some lousy ones in the past. Maybe this could somehow make up for them a little bit.

“You can’t fight him. He’s too powerful.”

“More powerful than Black?”

“Powerful in a different way.”

I could counter magic. I had no defenses against six foot long claws.

“I’ll take my chances. I’ve already died once today.”

She broke free of my embrace, stepping away. “What?”

“I got shot in Tokyo. I wasn’t breathing, but I was still up and moving.”

“How?”

“Lucky, I guess. Why?”

She relaxed. “Just a superstition, a meme that goes around the Machine from time to time. They say that when the dead stop dying, it’s a sign of the apocalypse. That the end is coming.”

“I’m definitely not that. As far as I know, I’m the only one who’s done it, and that was magic, not mystic.”

“Of course. Like I said, it’s a silly urban legend.”

My thoughts turned to Death. A silly urban legend? 

It better be.


























CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

What you see is what you get[image: Image]




SANDMAN TRANSFERRED ME TO THE Wysiwyg, dropping us right next to Frank and Myra, who had taken the opportunity to grab a drink at the bar during our absence.

“Really?” I said, surprising them enough that Myra nearly dropped her drink. “We’re on the job.”

“Relax, boss,” Frank said. “It’s harmless.” He showed me his cup. “They call it blue milk. Apparently this Aldred guy loves it. I think it tastes like sewage.”

It looked like blue milk. It smelled horrible. 

“Did you spot our man?” I asked.

“I don’t know what he looks like,” Frank said.

I looked at Myra. “Do you? You work for him.”

She shook her head. “Privacy, remember?”

Right.

“He’s over there,” Sandman said. 

The Wysiwyg was currently an old-time bar, with lots of wood and tables arranged around a central island. There was a stage near the front where a line of girls in big hoop skirts were doing the can-can or something, and I noticed half-dozen fellows in matching suits standing near the corners. 

Sandman was pointing at one of the tables, where a group of four were gathered playing cards.

“How do you know?” I asked.

“The Machine looks like this to you. But there’s another view to it, the raw code. I can see both at once. His construct is different from all of the others. It’s subtle, but I’ve been here long enough to tell the difference.”

“Which one is he?”

“The black one.”

He was sitting with his back to us. That was good.

“Do you have a plan to get him to help us?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Let’s talk to him then, shall we?”

She nodded again.

“Frank, keep an eye on the goombas watching the floor. Myra, if there’s trouble, do that Athena thing again.”

“Okay,” she said.

Sandman and I headed over to the table. As we got closer, we could hear Aldred speaking, talking about algorithms or some other technical jargon that went right over my head. I split my eye over toward one of the suits in the corner, who had suddenly taken a very keen interest in us.

“Aldred Jones?” Sandman asked as we reached him. 

He stopped talking but didn’t turn.

Sandman reached out, her hand growing large enough to wrap around his throat.

“This is your plan?” I said as the people at the table stood, guns appearing in their hands. The goombas were on the move as well.

“Call off your dogs,” Sandman said. “We just want to talk.”

Aldred tried to cough something out, but she was squeezing too tight for him to speak.

She let him go.

“Who the hell are you?” Aldred asked, recovering instantly. “No. Forget that question. What do you think gives you the right to touch me in my Machine? No. Forget that question too. How do you know who I am?”

“Call of your dogs,” Sandman said again.

“Or what?”

She glanced over at one of them. He vanished a moment later, kicked off the Machine. “Or I’ll ban every user you have and then wipe the database.”

“Are you crazy? It’s one thing to ban someone. You can’t get into those systems.”

“Take a look, Aldred. I’m already in those systems.”

The avatar froze for a couple of seconds. “How?” he asked when he returned to it.

“Security hole.”

“I don’t have security holes.”

“You have one, and I found it. I’m giving you a chance to be cordial about it. The choice is yours.”

Aldred smiled. He looked impressed. “Do you work for me? Because if you don’t, I think I have an opening. Why don’t you guys get a drink while I chat with my new friends?”

The two remaining avatars shrugged and headed for the bar. The goombas moved back into the corner. We took their place at Aldred’ table.

“Okay, so you have me by the one double zeroes. Why?”

“Why else?” I said. “You have something we need.”

“You must need it pretty bad. I just checked your nodes.” He looked at Sandman. “Except yours. I can’t see yours. Where are you?”

“Nowhere you want to go,” she replied. 

“I know who you are. All of you.” He looked at Myra. “You’re fired, by the way.”

“What?” Myra said.

“You aren’t firing anybody,” I said.

“Why not, Conor? Or Baron. Or whatever. She’s supposed to be working for me, not helping you.” He smiled. “A necromancer. The only one in the world. What’s that like? I’m dying to know.”

“I’ve heard that one before. Let’s cut through the bullshit. You built a vault for Mr. Black. We have the key. What we don’t have is the address.”

His expression changed from highly amused to slightly scared. 

“You think I’m going to give it to you? You are crazy.”

“You’re going to give it to us, or you won’t have anyone left who has access to your Machine,” Sandman said. “Won’t that be fun?”

“Come on. I know you’re a ghost, Conor. I know that you know what it would mean for me to cross Black, especially on this.”

“I thought you didn’t bow to the Houses,” I said.

“I don’t. What I have is loyalty to my customers. And a healthy fear and respect for them.”

“Nobody has to know you gave us the location.”

“Process of elimination. I’m the only one who knows.”

“Somebody else must know. How else does Black access it?”

“He doesn’t access it. I set it up; he made his deposit. It’s never been opened since.”

“If he doesn’t need to open it, why does it have a key?”

“How should I know? He gave me the funds I needed to expand the Machine in exchange for the vault. He gave me autonomy and privacy that I couldn’t get any other way. I’m not going to give up his secrets.”

The rest of the avatars in the bar vanished suddenly.

“No?” Sandman asked. 

“I’m telling you, you can delete every user, I’m not giving up the vault. I can’t. You have to understand that.”

“I understand why you don’t want to,” I said. “The problem here is that you think you have a choice.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

The bar disappeared. We were sitting on a wireframe table set on a wireframe grid. Aldred’ eyes opened wide, and he shook his head.

“No, no, no, no, no. Wait.”

“That was only one server,” Sandman said. “This is a pretty bad exploit, don’t you think? You should have patched it.”

“Please? Be reasonable.”

“I don’t want to be reasonable. Give us the location or your entire life’s work starts to disappear.”

Aldred put his head in his hand, weighing his options. He looked torn, but I already knew what the outcome would be.

“Fine. Fine. Just don’t delete anything else. I’d rather die than lose my legacy. Someone’s going to get fired over this.” He pointed at Myra. “You’re definitely still fired.”

“The location?” Sandman said.

“I’ll take you there,” Aldred replied.

We were there before he finished saying it. Or, more appropriately, the vault had come to us. We were still standing on the wireframe grid, but a small box that looked like an ATM had appeared in the middle of our group.

“That’s it?” Frank asked. “I was expecting a big steel door or something a little more impressive.”

“I’m sorry to disappoint you,” Aldred said. “If you have the key, you can access it.”

“How?” I asked. The key was in my head.

“Put your thumb on the sensor,” Sandman said.

Easy enough. I did as she said. A small current ran through my finger and into the box. Then its screen turned on and started displaying a bunch of gibberish.

“What is it?” Frank asked.

“The deposit,” Sandman said, examining it. “The algorithm.”

“I don’t get how something in the Machine can control magic outside of it,” I said.

“The Machine is built on magic,” Aldred said. “Creating a conduit isn’t much different than creating a circuit.”

“Programmable magic,” Frank said. “Huh. What will they think of next?”

“Can you read it?” I asked.

“Of course. It’s going to take a little time for me to integrate it with my existing calculations. I’m downloading it now so I can review both.”

“You have what you wanted,” Aldred said. “Can you get out of my systems now?”

“Yes. I’m out. I also patched the flaw for you. Thank you for being so cooperative.”

“Yeah, sure. Whatever it is you’re up to, I hope you fail. Exit Machine.”

Aldred vanished. 

“No, you really don’t,” I said to the spot where he had been standing. “How long is this going to take?”

“A few hours at least. You might as well exit, too. I’ll contact you as soon as I’ve deciphered the algorithm.”

“Are you sure?” I asked. I was feeling a bit protective of her after our conversation on the beach.

“I’ll be fine, Conor. Nobody can reach me, remember? Thank you for your concern.”

“Let me know when you have the location. I’m ready to end this.”

“I will.”

“Exit Machine,” I said, a syllable ahead of Frank and Myra.

The virtual world faded out as my consciousness was brought back to the real. I coughed the moment I came back, grabbing the visor and throwing it aside so I could hack into my hand.

It was a few seconds before I noticed that Rolo’s man was on the floor, a pool of blood surrounding him. Then Shika was in front of me, her weapon in hand.

“Baron,” she said. “We need to go.”


























CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Traced[image: Image]




“WHAT THE HELL HAPPENED?” I asked, shoving myself from the chair and scanning the room. Three more bodies lay near the doorway.

“Black’s men. They must have traced your node back here.”

It wasn’t unexpected. “How did they get past security?”

“I don’t know. I assume they’re dead.”

“You should have pulled us out.”

“Why? The situation was handled, and your mission was important.”

“Whoa,” I heard Frank say. “What a mess.”

“Did you get what you needed?” Shika asked.

“We’re closer. Is the whole building compromised?”

“I don’t think so. Not yet. It may have only been these three.”

“Rolo isn’t going to be happy when he finds out his friend is dead,” Myra said.

“Rolo is dead,” Shika said.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Not completely. I haven’t seen him. Standard procedure on a job like this is to kill on sight, and why wouldn’t Black want to take out one of House Red’s users.”

“Target of opportunity. Right.”

“I expect that they didn’t think you would have someone guarding you directly. They kicked open the door and shot Oliver. Then I shot them.”

I walked over to the bodies. No magic meant I couldn’t do anything with them but look. Each was wearing full body armor, a bulletproof vest, helmet, and leg guards. Each had taken a single bullet to the two inches of neck that was exposed, which had punched through the carotid artery. Blood had sprayed everywhere around them. 

“Do you recognize any of them?”

“Guardians only work defense, Baron.”

“Not you.”

“I’m no longer a Guardian.”

“True. Let’s get back to our suite. I need to retrieve the meds, and then we have to find someplace safe to hole up while we wait for Sandman. She’s reverse engineering the algorithm right now.”

“Of course. We need to be cautious. I don’t know if they sent another team down there.”

“I’m not that useful without access to the fields. Take point. Frank, back her up.”

“Sure, boss,” Frank said.

I found Myra hunched over near her rig, vomiting. 

“Sorry,” she said.

“There’s nothing to be sorry about. Stay close.” 

We followed Shika and Frank down the long hallway, pausing at the top of the stairs while she padded silently to the main floor of the penthouse and vanished into Rolo’s room. She motioned us down when she returned.

“Dead?” I asked.

She nodded. “One bullet to the brain. Clean.”

The same way Dannie had gone. It sent a chill through me. 

We kept going, reaching the elevator. Shika tapped her bracelet against the panel to call it. 

Nothing happened.

“Disabled,” she said.

“Ambush in the stairwell,” I replied. I felt naked without my magic. I put my hand in my pocket, wrapping it around the dice. Cold. Satisfied. The mask? I wasn’t putting it on, not when I had Shika and Frank.

“Frank,” Shika said. “Go in first. They will shoot you, but you can take it. I’ll be behind you, tracking the muzzle flashes. I go up; you go down. Got it?”

“Will you go out with me?” he said in response.

Her left eyebrow went up. “Got it?” she repeated. 

“Yeah. I got it. You’re sure I can survive this?”

“If they’re carrying the same rifles as the ghosts I already killed, yes. Your skin is harder than the average ogre, and you can heal yourself.”

Frank drew his hand cannons. “Plus I got these,” he said.

We inched over to the stairwell. At least we knew they wouldn’t be throwing magic at us. 

“Are you ready, Frank?” Shika asked.

He didn’t look frightened or nervous. In fact, he looked pretty damn badass in his long duster and toting the enlarged pistols. 

“Yup.”

She pointed to the door. He stood in front of it, leaning back slightly and kicking.

It blasted off the hinges, flying into the stairwell and slamming against the opposite wall. The motion caused the first few rounds to hit the wrong target, and Frank was in and firing down before the assassins could recover. 

It didn’t stop the bullets from raining down on his head. I saw chips of flesh and small sprays of blood spread from his heavy skull and upper back. Shika crouched behind him, looking up at the other half of the crossfire and taking aim. She fired quickly and judiciously; six rounds total to quiet the attack.

It was over in less than a dozen seconds. Frank’s aim was nearly as impeccable thanks to the augmentation, the sheer stopping power of his weaponry making up for any deficiency. He fired the last round and then blew on the end of one of the guns before slipping them back into their holsters.

“Damn that stings,” he said. His head was bleeding, but the shots had broken some of the pustules and sent the healing substance over the wounds.

“Kneel down,” Shika said.

Frank did as she asked, and she used her fingers to rub the puss over to his other wounds.

“Hey, that’s nice of you,” he said.

“You did well, Frank Dobson.”

“Piece of cake.”

“Do you think there are more?” Myra asked.

“Probably not,” I replied. “You never know. Black is pissed, and we’re inching closer.” I put my arm over my mouth, hacking into it. I needed the meds.

We made our way down the stairs to our floor. Everything was peaceful there, the kill team having directed all of their energy to Rolo’s penthouse. Tarakona wasn’t going to be happy when he learned the techno was dead. As far as users were concerned, only necros were expendable.

I made my way into the kitchen, opening the freezer and taking out the Xenoxofril. I wanted to take it straight away, but we didn’t have time for that. Black knew where we were, and it wouldn’t be long before he figured out his team had failed again. 

Was he reconsidering his decision not to kill hundreds to get to me? It was small-time compared to what he was planning to do. 

We needed to disappear before he had the chance.


























CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Breaking up is hard to do[image: Image]




“CONOR,” TARAKONA SAID, HIS VOICE hanging on the “r” before trailing off. The dragon sounded tired. “I call you, remember?”

“Your safehouse is compromised, and Rolo Brand is dead,” I replied.

A low growl was the sound on the other end of the line. I waited a few seconds for him to speak. He didn’t.

“The good news is that Sandman is working on our problem. The reason I called is because we need somewhere to hide out while she does her thing. Your lair is the safest place I know.”

He was silent for at least ten more seconds. Thinking about it? Trying to resist killing me through the connection, as I had seen him do before?

“We went to war with House Black to keep you in the clear,” he said at last. “I underestimated Mr. Black’s resources. We’re losing, Conor. Badly. House Yellow is already in tatters. Mrs. Yellow is dead.”

“What?”

He growled a little more loudly. “Silver and Orange both sided with Black. I believe either they don’t know what he’s planning, or they’re so afraid of him they don’t care. It as a misjudgment on my part.”

“Misjudgment?” 

“Thousands of years add wisdom, but they do not lead to perfection, necromancer. You’re running out of time. I’ve had to pull Peter back to assist me in keeping this place hidden from Mr. Black. I must protect Ashiira at all costs. As it is, I cannot risk bringing you here. Not when you are at the top of Mr. Black’s list.”

“You’re saying you can’t help me? You fucking started this.”

Maybe it was dangerous to push him. I didn’t care. I had died once already and come out of it okay. What could he do?

“I’m sorry, Conor. I’m not as strong as I once was, and I have more to protect now. I will provide you with the funds you need. That is the most I can do until this is over.”

I clutched my cell so hard I could feel the edges digging into my hand. He had allied with the other Houses, and now he was just going to leave them to rot, including House Red? Jin had trusted him with her family, and he was breaking that trust at the first sign of adversity. I was an idiot to think he gave a shit about anything other than himself. He wasn’t sleeping down in that mountain.

He was hiding.

I hung up on him without another word, and then threw the phone against the wall, satisfied when it shattered on impact. 

The noise drew Frank into the kitchen, and he looked down at the remnants. “Good talk?” 

“I fucking hate dragons,” I said.

“Mr. T seemed like a good enough guy for a giant reptile.”

“He’s bailing on us. Mr. Black is owning him.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“What do we do now?”

I shook my head. I wasn’t sure. Without a place to go, it was only a matter of time before Black caught up with us again. Without Tarakona offering resistance and distraction, he would be able to send a literal army at me.

My thoughts turned to Sandman. Stolen from her parents at birth, raised in solitude and treated like some kind of caged animal. She didn’t even have any clothes. I had always thought Black was a monster for the way he treated Danelle. 

I hadn’t known the half of it.

I wasn’t going to let him have her. I wasn’t going to let him win. I was sure of that much. If I was the only one who could free her, then I was going to free her. Black be damned. Tarakona be damned. Fucking cancer be damned. I’d been letting everything around me control my fate for too long.

“I’m going for a walk,” I said.

“What?” 

“A walk. Outside.”

“I’ll come with.”

I tapped my ring. “Black can’t find me as long as I’m wearing this.”

He looked at me for a few seconds before the light went on. “Oh.”

“Make sure Myra gets home safe, okay?” I had softened up to her after she had confided in me. Maybe there was still some sense of humanity left in my sick old bones.

He looked like I had punched him in the gut. 

“Yeah, okay. If you say so, pal.”

“Good luck with Shika, too. I’m starting to think I was wrong about your chances with her.”

“You’re just saying that.”

“She touched your puss.”

“True.”

We both laughed. It was the most awkward moment I had experienced in a while. I never thought saying goodbye to Frank would be hard, but he had grown on me in the few days I had known him. 

“Take care of yourself, Baron,” Frank said.

“He’s going to come for you again,” I said. “Make sure his team knows I’m not with you anymore, and he should leave you alone.”

“Sure. Or we can keep killing them.” He smiled.

“Don’t be a hero, Frank. It isn’t worth it. Just get Myra home. You and Shika. Tell her that’s her job now.”

He put out his hand. “It was good meeting you, Conor. I hope we get the chance again.”

I took his index finger and shook it. “You too, Frank Dobson. You’ll know whether I lived or not if the world doesn’t turn to shit. Stop by my place whenever.”

 “I will.”

I patted him once as high up on his arm as I could reach before walking out the back entrance to the kitchen. It let me circle to the emergency stairwell without being seen.

Or at least, I thought it had.

Shika caught up to me as I reached the first landing.

“Baron. You’re leaving.”

“I have to finish this alone.” I showed her the ring. “Mr. Black can’t track me as long as I’m wearing this.”

“I understand.”

“Be careful, Shika. Tarakona isn’t everything he seems, and I don’t want you to get caught in the middle.”

“Why do you care what happens to me?” she asked.

“Because Frank is my friend, and that means a lot for someone who doesn’t have any others. And he likes you.” 

I could swear she blushed as she looked demurely at the floor. 

“I appreciate the caution, Baron. I signed a contract, and I must remain loyal to it.”

“Of course. No offense, but if Tarakona sends you after me at some point, I hope I win.”

She bowed to me. “It will be as nature intends.”

“Help Frank get Myra back to Vegas, will you?”

“He has not instructed me to stop following your direction.”

“Thanks. Goodbye, Shika.”

“Sayōnara, Baron.”

I turned and continued down the steps.

I’d spent the last six years since I was diagnosed wandering aimlessly, trying to avoid dying and find some kind of meaning to being alive. I still wasn’t sure I had found meaning, but I had found a purpose.

I made my way out of the hotel and into the street. I wasn’t the kind of guy who blended in anywhere. It didn’t matter.

I didn’t intend to disappear for long.


























CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
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I DIDN’T REALLY KNOW WHERE I was going. I knew I wanted to get out of Tokyo, and that was good enough. I flagged a trike a couple of blocks from the hotel, climbing in the back and passing over my payment card. I was worried for a few seconds that Tarakona would decide to renege and cut me off.

He didn’t. He still wanted me to finish the job. Did he also still think I would bring Sandman to him? I didn’t think so. He was older and smarter than that.

The driver didn’t speak English, but “airport” is a pretty easy thing to mime. We headed off, with the driver chatting incessantly even though I couldn’t understand a word he said while I kept my eyes peeled for signs of Black’s people. 

I wasn’t sure where I was going to buy a ticket to once I got there. I wanted to go back to the States, back to Jersey or Chicago or somewhere familiar. I also didn’t want to wind up too far from wherever Sandman told me I needed to go.

I regretted smashing my cell. I had lost the list of locations, so I couldn’t even make an educated guess.

“Is there a hotel near the airport?” I asked.

“Eh?” the driver replied.

“Hotel.” I mimed sleep. He laughed and nodded, giving me the thumbs-up.

Black might expect me to grab a room near the airport. I was okay with that. He would have to search every room to find the one I was in, which was wholly inefficient. Better to post guards outside to look for me. 

I touched the mask. I could work with that, too.

The trike stopped thirty minutes later outside a tall glass monolith. I thanked him, leaving him a nice tip on the way out. Why not? It wasn’t my money. The lobby of the place was upscale and polished. I felt out of place and thankful that I hadn’t gotten any blood on myself. 

I was in a room fifteen minutes later. The rep had looked uncomfortable the entire time he was booking it until I had handed over Mr. T’s card. Then I got the royal treatment as something in the computer identified it as special. I assumed the location belonged to House Red.

I had been forced to insist on no upgrades, and a room on the ninth floor. It was three floors above the reach of the fields, far enough that users wouldn’t be able to ambush me, close enough that I could get down to it if needed. There was a chance it would make me easier to pinpoint, but I thought hedging my bets was the safest route.

I settled onto a bed that was so soft it had to be infused with magic, feeling my limbs relax as soon as they touched it. I stayed like that for a few minutes before taking off my trench and finding the meds and injector. I removed my shirt and shot myself up, using two of the pills. 

If they were making me stronger, I needed all the strength I could get.

Then I returned to the bed. I was asleep before I knew it.

I was awake before I knew it, too. My eyes snapped open, a cold sensation tickling my entire body. 

I sat up, looking around the room. I felt off. High? My head started to throb, just like the last time. What time was it? I checked my watch. I had been sleeping for an hour. It felt like seconds. 

“It is almost complete.”

The demon’s voice was a whisper that echoed across the room. It didn’t frighten me. It was almost soothing. 

I glanced at my trench, hanging from the foot of the bed. “What is?”

The laughter was soft, like it knew I had a headache and didn’t want to fuck me up too badly.

“The time is coming. The power of a soul for the power of a soul. A bargain made and kept.”

“The time for what?”

More laughter, slightly louder. I slid off the bed to my feet. I felt shaky. Weak. And at the same time strong. I heard something else. Magic. Death magic. The fields weren’t reaching me here. 

I was reaching them.

How?

My heart beat faster at the revelation. I was doing the impossible. Or was I?

“The power of a soul for the power of a soul,” the demon repeated.

I sensed it now. There was a dead mouse in the wall, another one a floor down, another one a floor down from that. I wasn’t feeling the field. I was feeling their life force, using it like a signal boost. That was new. 

And very, very cool.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

“The bargain made and kept. Necromancer.”

It spat out the word. I walked over to my trench and picked it up, finding the mask in my pocket and holding it in front of my face. We had made a deal when we had met. 

“I’ve given you dozens of souls and only asked for a few. You owe me, not the other way around.”

The mask was cold in my grip, but the laughter in my head grew loud enough to hurt. 

“You agreed to the bargain. You should have read the contract.”

Contract? “You never showed me a contract.”

“You never asked to see it.”

I wasn’t sure if I was awake, or if this was a dream brought on by the meds. Either way, I got pissed. I was strong now. I didn’t need the demon and its bullshit. Tarakona had told me to be wary of it, and now I knew why. This wasn’t a balanced relationship. I had always known that but had dismissed it out of fear. I had died once, and I realized at that moment that I hadn’t been too afraid. Because I knew I would survive?

“I don’t need you anymore,” I said, dropping it on the bed and finding my shirt. I would bring it and the dice to the rooftop and hurl them off. Let someone else have them; they didn’t work for anyone but a necromancer anyway.

My body froze against my will, and I fell onto the floor. My heart stopped again, seizing this time, and I fought for breath. It was going to kill me before it would let me get rid of it. I struggled for air, the fear I had moments ago dismissed returning full-force.

“Do you want to be free?” the demon asked.

“Yes,” I croaked out.

The pain vanished. My heart started beating again. 

“The power of a soul for the power of a soul.”

I got back on my feet. I stared at the mask.

Control.

It was still an illusion.


























CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

When you gotta go[image: Image]




I SPENT THE NEXT THREE hours sitting up on the bed, ready to go at a moment’s notice. I held the spellbook in front of me, flipping through the ancient pages, scanning the incantations. I couldn’t read them in the sense of individual words. Once my eyes had passed over an entire passage, I would have this sensation of understanding that still amazed me. I knew what every spell in the book could do, and at this point I was convinced I could cast every single one of them.

The meds had always been a painful necessity. The only option in a life without options. I took them to stay alive, not because it was fun to poke holes in my gut and leave myself in fiery agony. Xenoxofril. It was an innocuous name to something that had the capability of changing the world. It was a drug that turned people into monsters today, and would be able to turn them back into people tomorrow.

I laughed. Had the meds left me as I was because I was already a monster? I had taken two doses and once, and after my little fever-dream with the demon, I felt healthier, and more powerful than ever. I could hear the magical fields pulsing three floors below me; the signal carried up through the remnant life force of the dead. More than that, I could pull it along, bring it into me, hold it at levels I could barely believe. 

Worse than that, I wanted more. More of the meds. More of the power. More of the magic. The drugs had been a necessity in the past. I was pretty sure those days were over. I was becoming addicted.

I wanted to go back to Jersey to get the rest of my stash. I wanted to take them all at once, even knowing that it would leave me without. Black had to have more somewhere, and I would do whatever it took to find them.

Being a necromancer had always felt like a curse. An affliction. A dying man’s joke. 

Maybe it wasn’t so bad after all.

I turned the page of the book, scanning the incantation. It seemed the book was organized in order of power, or maybe the value of the effect. I had tried the spell I was looking at a few times but had never been able to do it. It was near the back of the tome, a linking spell that would supposedly enable me to control more than one soul at a time, assuming I had the magic to do it. 

I paused on it, considering giving it a try. There were enough dead rodents hidden in the walls for me to play with, to see if the Xenoxofril had made me strong enough. I decided against it. I didn’t want to waste my health or my power on something frivolous. I still had a job to do.

I slid off the bed and to my feet, walking over to the window and pushing aside the curtain. It was almost noon. The sun was out. The light of it bothered my eyes. I was about to push the curtain closed again when I noticed the vehicles pulling into the parking lot below. Six of them. By itself, nothing out of the ordinary.

That they were all identical, and that they all arrived at the same time? That deserved observation.

I watched them pull into adjacent spots. The doors opened a few seconds later, but nobody got out. 

The phone rang.

I didn’t have my cell. It was the room phone. I glanced back at it, over by the bed and out of reach. I looked back out the window. The doors were still open. Nobody was climbing out. 

The phone rang again.

Something told me I had been lingering here too long. 

The phone rang a third time.

I dropped the curtain and hurried over to it.

“Can I help you?” I said.

“Conor,” Sandman replied. “Berlin, Germany. I’ll call you when you get there.”

“How the hell did you know I was here?”

“I waited for Black to find you. Now go.”

Those were the words I didn’t want to hear. I dropped the phone, letting it clatter to the floor. I rushed back to the window. The cars were still there. The doors were closed.

Amos’ fat ass was easy to spot, sauntering toward the lobby with the rest of Black’s team.

I dropped my hand into my pocket, running my fingers over the mask. I couldn’t be rid of the thing, but I had told it I didn’t need it anymore. That meant not using it.

I went back to my door, sliding it open and peering through the crack. The hallway was clear. Berlin. The airport was only a quarter-mile away. I could make that if I could get out of the building unseen.

That should be easy enough. They couldn’t track me.

I put my hood up and drew in a deep breath, using my new talent to draw the death magic up from below and into me. I could hear the cacophony of it as a subtle thrumming in the back of my mind. 

I slipped out into the hallway, putting my hand against the wall and whispering one of the spells. I felt a thread of my power snake out along the surface to the camera in the corner. It dissolved the wiring, knocking it dead.

I walked down the hall, doing the same thing to three more security cameras. I was quick but cautious as I moved, knowing that dropping the surveillance would lead the team right to me. I was okay with that for now.

I didn’t head for the stairs or the elevator. Instead, I retreated to my room. I went into the bathroom, closing the door and kneeling on the floor next to it, bringing my gun to my hand. I put my other hand on the ground and whispered the linking spell as I reached out to the walls.

One hundred veins spread from the first, reaching out and finding the corpses in the walls, latching onto them and calling their souls back from wherever. Within seconds, the vague understanding of one hundred simple minds rested at the edge of my consciousness, held like a web within the grasp of the death magic.

The door to my room opened.

“Hey, Baldie! You in here?”

I was as still and silent as I could be, focusing instead on bringing my miniature army together. I could hear the scraping in the walls. I was sure Amos could, too.

“Place could use a good exterminator,” I heard him say, as his heavy feet moved around the room. 

“I’m alone in here, Conor,” Amos said. “Mr. Black wanted me to talk to you, to end things friendly, you know? We were sort of friends once, and I don’t want to hurt ya for Dannie’s sake.”

I still didn’t say anything. I would have to be stupid to fall for that crap.

He was getting closer to the bathroom. I could almost feel him looking at the door, thinking he had me. 

“You taking a dump in there, or what?” he said, his face right up to the door. 

I didn’t move a muscle. If he kicked it in, I had to be ready to shoot him in the face. Could I do it?

I didn’t know.

“Amos. You have anything?”

A new voice registered from the front of the room. 

A tense pause.

“Nah,” Amos replied. “He split.” His feet clumped away from the door. “Probably took the stairs.”

“The cameras are all active on the steps. We didn’t pick anything up.”

“You know he’s got help, right? A lesbo hacker chick with massive ta-tas?”

“You could have just said hacker,” the voice replied dryly.

“What the hell is the fun of that?” Amos asked. “She probably shanked the cameras remotely.”

“Yeah, it’s possible. Delta team, what’s your status?”

I let myself take a breath. Amos could have pushed his way in. He could have verified if I were here or not. Why hadn’t he? Did he know it was a trap, and he didn’t want to die? Or did he know I was here, and he didn’t want Black to kill me?

Or was it something else?

The incident with Frank had been out of character. So was this. Amos was playing at something.

But what?


























CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Gotcha[image: Image]




“STAIRWELLS ARE CLEAR,” I HEARD the ghost say to Amos. “He’s on this floor somewhere.”

“He could’ve switched off to the elevator, or gone up to the rooftop.”

“Beta is on the roof; they would have seen him.”

“Yeah, right.” Amos laughed. “Well, he ain’t in here. Let’s check the other rooms.”

“Affirmative. This is Alpha Leader. Sweep the Ninth. Make sure you keep the exits covered. Don’t let him slip away.”

“I’ll take the rooms on this side,” Amos said. 

“Copy that. Try using your wire for once.”

I heard the second pair of feet leave the room.

“Try using your wire for once,” Amos mimicked in a high-pitched whine. “Fucking amateur.”

Then he left the room, too.

I stood up, stretched my legs, and opened the door to the bathroom. Whatever the game was, he was trying to keep the rest of Black’s kill teams from pulping me with rifle fire. I appreciated it, even if I didn’t know what the occasion was.

I crept over to the door, still in control of my dead mouse army. I led them to the ventilation below the floor, splitting one out and sending the signal to it to look through its eyes. I backed away immediately. It didn’t have any. It was following the others by smell or something.

I pushed the door open again, just enough to see out. Amos was there, and he used a master key to open the door across the hallway and vanished. 

I made my move, pushing open the door and ducking out, sneaking past him while his back was turned, but ready to shoot him if he made a single move like he noticed. Then I was past, headed for the corner. 

I summoned the army, leading it up through the grating on the floor, squeezing my corpses in and spreading them out. 

One round was fired. Then another. The mice were small, and their souls were thrown from their bodies as they were hit and exploded into pieces. I had a sense of where the attack was happening, and I circled from the other direction. 

More gunfire. I sent a command out to the mice, ordering them to attack. The first ghost grunted as I turned the corner and he spotted me. He started shifting to shoot at me, but a mouse bit his foot at the same time. It caused him to hesitate long enough that I was on him in an instant, my hand coming down around his wrist.

“There’s no field up here,” he said. 

“Look around. I don’t need it,” I replied, pushing the death magic into him. His arm turned black, the death and corrosion channeling through his body to his heart and killing it. 

I dropped his corpse, taking his weapon as I did. 

“Baldie.”

I spun on my knee. Amos was at the end of the hallway, a shotgun aimed at me. 

“You going to shoot me?” I asked.

“If I have to.”

“What about that friend bullshit?”

He laughed. “I knew you were in there.”

“Why didn’t you shoot me in the back right now?”

“You know I don’t work like that. I got some standards.”

“I can kill you,” I said. I had the assault rifle pointed at him.

“Not if I kill you first.”

“There’s a small problem with that. I’ve already died once. It didn’t stick.”

His expression was a mixture of surprise and confusion. He shrugged, and then cursed as one of my corpse-mice bit him on his back. 

“Son of a-”

I was into the stairwell before he could recover. I looked up, and then down. There would be someone guarding the stairs at the bottom. 

It didn’t matter. I had to get out. I dropped the thread controlling the mice and started skipping down the steps as quickly as I could. 

I made it four floors before the gunfire started coming up at me. I ducked onto the floor, rolling to the corner while the bullets peppered the wall. I rolled back, shooting down at the ghosts, sending them back to cover.

I couldn’t afford to get pinned down here. I managed to get to a low crouch, and I moved along the wall down the steps, sticking my hand in my pocket. The dice were there, and they were warm, ready to feed again. I could drop them into the stairwell and let the demon take the team below.

No. Screw that. I would do it myself.

I moved to the side, taking a few shots down, backing away and descending. I repeated this a few times, getting down another floor. Then the door above me opened. 

I cursed and reversed course, reaching the incoming ghost as he pushed through the door. I punched him hard in the jaw, knocking him off balance before he tackled me and threw us both back down the steps. 

Pain blossomed in my back as I bounced down the steps with the asshole on top of me. We locked arms, but he was a fit soldier, and I was a half-dead weakling. He broke my grip and punched me in the face, once, twice. It hurt like hell and made me dizzy.

“Stay down,” he said, hitting me in the gut. 

We came to a stop on the landing. I put my hands up in front of my face to protect them, drawing in more death magic. He kept punching me, trying to knock me out.

I fought to stay calm through the pain, turning my palm toward him and speaking another of the spells. The death magic lurched from my body, stabbing into his eyes. He screamed as it dug into him, down into his organs. I felt energized as his life force was pulled out and into me, healing the cuts and bruises and giving me renewed strength. I held him while he shuddered, breathing out when he stopped moving altogether.

I rolled the corpse off me and stumbled to my feet. I heard the click of a trigger ready to fire and felt the cold metal of a muzzle against my cheek.

“Got you,” the ghost said.


























CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Don’t get carried away[image: Image]




I DIDN’T MAKE ANY SUDDEN moves. Instead, my brain filtered through the spells in the book, searching for one that would get me out of this new mess.

There weren’t any.

“You killed Rock, you shit,” the ghost said. “I liked that guy.”

“You’re next,” I replied. Why not be cocky at this point?

He laughed. “Yeah, right.”

Someone shot him in the back.

He fell over. At first, I thought it was Amos, but when I looked up there was nobody above me. When I looked down, I saw another familiar face.

“What’s up, boss?” Frank asked.

“I thought I told you to get Myra back to Vegas?” I replied.

“You’re welcome, by the way.” He smiled, undeterred by my attitude. “She’s on the way. Shika’s sitting right next to her. I wasn’t about to leave you here alone and miss all the fun.”

I descended to where he was standing. “How did you know I was here?”

“A little bird told me. She said you could use some help.”

Sandman.

“Come on; we need to catch a flight to Berlin.”

“Oh. Yeah. Germany.” He made a face.

“What?”

“I hate Germans.”

“Why?”

“So stiff. So serious. And that whole Nazi thing.”

“That was eighty years ago, and before the reversal.”

“True. Maybe they aren’t so bad. I’ve never actually been to Germany.”

We exited the stairwell at the ground floor. Three more dead ghosts were laying there with a gaping hole in their body armor.

“They weren’t ready for Birdie and Snuffles.”

“Birdie and Snuffles?” He patted the guns at his sides. “You named them?”

“Why not? I figure if I’m going to be a ghost, I need to start working on my brand.”

“There’s nothing menacing about Birdie and Snuffles.”

“That’s the point. You have to have balls to name your guns something like that.”

Despite everything, I laughed.

We reached the lobby at a run, breaking through the doors and out into the parking lot. I was hopeful that the kill teams would give up the chase out here, in public in the middle of the day. We were almost to the footbridge that crossed to the terminals when I looked back and saw Amos standing there with a ghost that I assumed was Alpha leader. They had hidden their firearms and were watching us escape. Black still wasn’t going to let them take it to streets. Not when they would still have other, better chances.

Amos smiled and raised his hand to wave. 

Frank replied by giving him the finger.

“I want another go at that guy,” he said as we crossed the bridge.

“Amos? Let it be. I’m not completely sure if he’s one of the bad guys or not.”

“What do you mean?”

I glanced back again. They were fading into the distance. “I don’t know. I feel like we’re playing a game of cat and mouse, but I don’t know which role each of us is filling.”

“Hmm.” 

That was all he said. I shrugged it off and hurried into the terminal, walking the long corridor until we reached Lufthansa. Having Frank with me was going to complicate things since we would need a properly fitted aircraft. It was time I couldn’t waste to have him tag along.

I stopped walking, turning to tell him thanks, but I was most likely going to have to ditch him again.

He wasn’t there. I found him a dozen feet behind, staring at a television.

“Hey, check that out,” Frank said as I approached. 

I glanced over to the flatscreen. It showed an amateur video taken somewhere inside Tokyo. I couldn’t read the text that was running beneath it, but I could see what the story was about. A young, American couple was standing near a railing overlooking a valley and making out. It looked like any other boring tourist crap you could find on the internet, not something newsworthy.

“So?”

“Wait for it,” Frank said.

I did. 

Ten seconds into the video, a massive griffin appeared, swooping down and grabbing the girl, talons digging into her flesh. The guy recording the video screamed and shouted as it reversed course, huge wings creating a swirl of dust and debris on the ground. The camera shifted to an Animal Control unit that had been nearby, tracking the thing I guess. It slid to a stop, the officers climbing out and taking aim that the creature.

It screeched as it lifted the terrified girl into the air, backing away and gaining altitude. The AC soldiers tried to hit it, their bullets striking the girl instead.

Then it was gone with its prize.

“Crazy,” Frank said. “I can’t believe they’re playing that on the news.”

“I can’t believe those soldiers have such shitty aim,” I replied. “It wasn’t that far away.”

“That’s what the story is about. That animal control is improperly trained.”

“You read Hiragana?”

“What?”

“Japanese?”

“Oh. Nope. They had English subtitles a minute ago.”

I looked back at the screen. It was on its third play through. I didn’t need to watch that again.

“Frank, I appreciate your help back there, and that you didn’t abandon me.”

He smiled. “Yeah, I know. But I’m too big to ride the regular commuter, and you’re in a hurry. No problem, boss. Sandman already took care of it.”

“What?”

“She got one of the flight configurations switched. I guess I should have told you that on the way over.”

“No harm done. What about tickets?”

“Ready and waiting.”

“I hope Black can’t track them.”

“Think he’ll zap us right out of the sky? Not with three hundred other people on board. You still have to break into his house. If he wants you, he’ll be there waiting.”

“I’m all too aware of that.”

“I wouldn’t sweat it, boss. I saw what you did to that ghost back there on the steps. Shang Tsung’s got nothing on you.”

“Who?”

“Never mind. The point is that you’re no slouch with magic either.”

“I’m not Mr. Black,” I said.

“Good thing for everybody. One of that guy is enough.”

“Thanks for coming back, Frank.”

He reached out and hit me lightly on the shoulder. “No problem, pal.”


























CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Dignity, or lack thereof[image: Image]




THE FLIGHT TO BERLIN WAS uneventful, with the exception of the small amount of amusement Frank and I got from the looks of the confused passengers, who found themselves strapping into seats made for ogres and orcs instead of the more standard fare. While the extra legroom was appreciated by most of the passengers, the lack of decent food worked wonders to temper them back to ambivalence. Leathers tended to need much heavier, fattier foods to fuel their huge frames than the rest of us were used to.

It was almost the middle of the night by the time we landed. I kept my eyes moving back and forth as we made our way through the airport, expecting a team to jump out from behind every corner and make a quick hit on us. It wasn’t likely that Black would be that brazen, especially after he had made such short work of Team Tarakona. Still, it always paid to be cautious.

I was even more concerned about having Frank with me. I had ditched him in Tokyo because I knew Mr. Black could find me through him. I felt like it was only a matter of time before the wizard grabbed me and pulled me to wherever, never to be seen again.

Unless he couldn’t.

The thought hit me as we reached the exit onto the street. What if the ring prevented Black from teleporting me? Was that possible? How could it be? Peter had transported me to Tarakona’s lair. 

Even so, he had known where to find me, and even after whipping Tarakona he hadn’t come for me again. Because he knew where I would ultimately turn up? Or because of something else?

Or maybe I just wasn’t worth the effort?

“What’s on your mind, boss?” Frank asked.

I told him.

“Hmm… Yeah. If he beat Tarakona and House Yellow that fast, it sounds like he should be able to kick our asses. No offense, but I think you’re right that he won’t bother coming down to our level. Not while he has plenty of minions left to do his bidding. Not until he has to.”

The inevitable face-off. I wasn’t looking forward to it. My power had grown thanks to the Xenoxofril, but it still wasn’t anywhere near strong enough to stop Black. It was easy to remember how his magic had obliterated my efforts to dispel it, burning through the death magic like it was hardly even there. 

I didn’t want to fight him. Not at all. If there was a way to avoid it, I was going to take it.

We hopped into a cab. I didn’t know where we needed to go, not yet. I told the driver to take us to a hotel. Whatever was closest. It didn’t matter. We would only be staying as long as it took Sandman to find us.

I leaned back in the seat. It was raining, and I watched the water droplets slide down the window next to me. My mind wandered back to Karen and Molly. How had everything gone so wrong?

It was a stupid question to ask. The answer was reflected in the window, vague and undefined, a bald, gray shell of a man. The doctor had given me six months. I could have spent that time loving my family and dying with dignity.

Instead, I was living without.

It was a new feeling for me. A new revelation. I still didn’t want to die. I was terrified of the idea, especially knowing that Death wouldn’t be kind to me. At the same time, I was starting to realize what I had done, from the day I left my family, to the day I broke my promise to Dannie and brought her back from the dead. There had always been guilt, but now it was pouring in like the rain outside.

I felt a tear tickle my cheek. I brought my sleeve up, quick to wipe it away. Getting Sandman out was the only redemption I had. Nobody deserved to spend their entire life as a prisoner. If I died trying? 

At least I would die doing something for someone else, instead of being a selfish asshole right until the end. That was something.

Wasn’t it?

I was still lost in thought when I felt Frank’s large hand land on my shoulder and give me a soft shake.

“Hey, Conor.” 

I snapped out of it. The cab had stopped moving and the radio was on. There was a ton of static pouring out of it, and the driver was looking back at us like it was our fault.

“What’s going on?” I asked, a little bit dazed. 

“The car just stopped,” Frank said. “Right here in the middle of the street. Boom. Then the radio came on. You wanted directions? You got them.”

It took a few more seconds for my brain to catch up to my ears. There was a voice hiding behind the static. A female voice. Sandman. It was soft and hard to decipher below the white noise, but it was definitely there.

The cabbie started yelling at us in German, motioning to the dashboard. He tried to turn the radio off, but it didn’t respond. 

“Baron. Spreepark. You have three hours.” Pause. Static. “Baron. Spreepark. You have three hours.” Pause. Static. Repeat.

“How the hell does she do that?” Frank said. 

“I don’t know,” I replied. 

The driver was pointing at the door, trying to order us out. I reached up, taking his wrist in my hand and finding the magical fields running below the street. I pulled the death magic up and in, exhaling it into him, just strongly enough that he knew what I could do.

“Do you speak English?” I asked.

His lip was quivering with fear. He nodded.

“Do you hear the voice on the radio?”

He nodded again.

“Spree Park. What is it?”

“An abandoned amusement park,” he said with a thick accent. “Eight kilometers from here.”

“Take us.”

“The car doesn’t move.”

“It will when you agree to take us.”

He didn’t hesitate. “Yeah, sure. Fine. Fine. I will take you. No charge.”

The radio turned off. The engine started.


























CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

And I thought I was creepy[image: Image]




I’D BEEN TO PLENTY OF creepy places before. Standing in the middle of cemeteries digging up corpses in the middle of the night had numbed me to most of them.  The dirt and grime, the potential for blood and gore. It rarely made me sick to my stomach anymore, and I was able to approach it with a neutral shrug almost one hundred percent of the time.

Spreepark made the hair on my neck stand up and sent chills running down my entire body. It wasn’t the visually creepiest place I had been to. It was the most psychologically and emotionally cold as if there was a malignant pall hanging over it, a reminder of the days when the park had been open.

The cabbie had given us what he knew of the park’s history on our way over. It had been shut down a dozen years or so ago after a series of questionable violent incidents had derailed the general populace’s desire to visit. It had started with a stabbing, and within a year had escalated to a full-blown terrorist attack that had claimed the lives of seventy-one people. The park had been closed after that one and never reopened.

I knew it for what it was. Somebody had discovered Black had a door here and had done their best to get in this way. Black had probably tried to counter, and as a result, the innocent had paid with their lives. ghosts weren’t supposed to operate in the open, but some of us did, and when we did innocents died. Most times the offender would meet swift punishment from the Houses, but not if the House was powerful enough to cover it up.

Had Tarakona caused the violence here? I didn’t know and didn’t care. If there were places where this world and the next drew close to one another, it was here. It was as if we were surrounded by real ghosts, real spirits, and the feeling like only bad things would ever happen on these grounds from now until the end of eternity.

“I don’t like this place,” Frank said, stepping from the cab.

The driver didn’t either. The moment we were clear of the doors, he hit the gas and sped away.

“I wouldn’t have picked it either. I wonder why Black did?” There was nothing special about the location. The magical fields were average, and I was sure the service was horrible. What kind of meaning did this place hold for him?

“Where do we go now?”

“We have to find the door. It must be in there somewhere.”

“Really? Because I’m feeling like maybe it was back that way. Or Amsterdam.”

I pointed to the rusted, overgrown front gate. Part of it had been knocked down and sprayed with paint at some point.

“You can wait here,” I said.

“Huh? No way, boss. Birdie and Snuffles are itching for some action.”  He patted the two guns on his hips.

“How did you get those onto the plane, anyway?” I asked.

“Slipped them around between my legs and told the agent all of my parts are as big as my head.”

“And that you have two of them?”

He laughed. “They aren’t made of metal, and they come up scrambled a bit in the backscatter. Mr. T’s guy told me they cost a fortune to make.”

“Just like the eye.”

“Yup.”

I was grateful for the backup. My firearm wasn’t high tech, and I had been forced to dump it in a garbage pail.

We reached the downed gate, stepping over it and pushing aside some of the weeds. There was a street right after the gate, lined with shops and other buildings that had long since been looted, torn apart, tagged, or otherwise destroyed. A few had boarded up windows, and I gave them extra attention as we passed, wondering if Black had stationed guards out here.

He had to know I was close and getting closer. If he was worried about it, he wasn’t showing.

“I worked at a carnival when I was a kid,” Frank said as we walked along the path. 

There weren’t many doors on the buildings. Most had been torn off by vandals a long time ago. We checked the ones that were intact though I didn’t have high expectations.

“I ran the ferris wheel some of the time,” Frank continued, pointing out at the old wheel, visible from anywhere in the park. It was rusted and decayed. “And worked one of the games the rest. Did you know every game in a carnival is stacked against you?”

I did know that. Of course, I had only learned it after I spent fifty dollars trying to get Karen a stuffed bear, back when fifty bucks was a fortune. “Sounds a lot like life.”

“Or our current predicament.” Frank laughed deep and soft. “Honestly, it’s been the best few days of my life. I feel like I’m making a difference. Or at least trying to stop a maniacal wizard from committing genocide? Awesome.”

“It hasn’t been awesome for me.”

“Yeah, but you’re jaded. You’ve been around too much. Me, I’m too ignorant to know any better.” He laughed again.

“Or too stupid,” I said.

“Yeah, that too.”

We continued past the buildings, following a cracked and weeded concrete path that wrapped around the park’s attractions. The feeling of coldness didn’t diminish as we explored. In fact, it seemed to grow more ominous, as if the stark emptiness of the place was building to a crescendo that was going to crush us underneath.

We made our way past large replica dinosaurs, toppled over onto their sides, looping along to a man-made river where rusted boats lingered untethered near the middle. We crossed the footbridge and headed toward a huge open-mouthed decoration that led into nothing but darkness.

“No doors,” Frank said.

“This is the place,” I replied. “It has to be here somewhere.”

“Conor.”

The voice came from behind me, taking me by surprise. Frank spun on his heel, gun coming to hand impossibly fast. Had Mr. T’s techno augmented his reflexes too? He opened fire, four bullets grouped within centimeters from one another, stopping a few inches from Mr. Black’s forehead.

“Impressive,” the wizard said. “I could kill you with these.”

Frank motioned for Mr. Black to bring it on.


























CHAPTER FIFTY

Pompous[image: Image]




BLACK DROPPED THE SLUGS INSTEAD.

“I didn’t come for violence,” he said.

“You could have dropped in for a chat any time,” I said. “Why now?”

“Your friends have been keeping me busy. Attacking me in the open.” I could sense the anger in his words. “I thought I had convinced the dragon to leave me be, but it seems he had a change of heart. Hundreds of innocent people have died already, Conor. Because of him, and because of you.”

“You’re the one trying to kill him,” I replied, finding some of the faith in Tarakona that I had lost the last time we spoke. He was still fighting? “He’s only defending himself. If you would leave things alone, none of this would be necessary.”

“I’m doing what I must, for the world and for myself. We don’t need to rehash the same arguments. I can’t spare a lot of time, Conor. Tarakona is hitting my stronghold in Manhattan. It’s going to be a mess for the Houses to spin as an accident.” He paused, gathering himself before his emotions got the best of him. “The door you’re looking for isn’t here. I know what you and Kirin have been doing. I fed her some bad information.”

Kirin? So Sandman had a real name, and Black had let it slip. Why?

“And I know what you did to her,” I said. “Taking her when she was a newborn, locking her up. Treating her like an animal.”

“I have my reasons. Good reasons. You don’t trust that?”

“No.”

“Why, Conor? I’ve never given you a reason to doubt me.”

“Do you ever listen to yourself anymore, or do you have your head so high up in the clouds you don’t realize how transparent your bullshit is? You’ve given me every reason to doubt you. You condemned your son for going after the dragon’s egg, and then you went after it instead. You told me it was for Mei and Jin, when in truth it was all for you.”

“He wanted to take the power for himself. I want to change the world for the better. There’s a big difference.”

“He locked up ferals and experimented on them. You locked up people like Frank. Criminals? Maybe. That doesn’t mean you had a right to use them for your own gain. Freedom? You lament the loss of your own while you steal everyone else’s. You’re a fucking hypocrite.”

I should probably have been nervous about talking to him that way, but Tarakona’s re-commitment made me bold and stupid.

Black was unfazed by the outburst. He waved his hand as if brushing it aside. 

“I’m not here to argue with you. I want to offer you a chance to surrender before I have to kill you.”

“Why?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why would you do that? Why not just kill me? I mean, you let me go back when I had the Hua, and now this is the second time in the last few days you’ve made the same offer, and there’s no good reason for it.”

I said it, but I didn’t believe it. Black had a reason. He always did. I just didn’t know what it was.

“I’m trying to be fair-“

“Seriously? Are you trying to be fair to Kirin, too?”

His eyes narrowed in anger, but he didn’t attack. He shook his head and sighed instead.

“The door isn’t here, Conor. You won’t find it. Go home. Live your life, or whatever it is you call it. My people are close to getting the formula right, and when they do this will all be over for you, and for you.” He glanced at Frank. “You’re right about freedom. Frank isn’t free. Neither are you. Neither am I. The magic binds us. Imprisons us. It is a curse disguised as wonderment, as corruptive as any other weapon.”

“It is what it is. It is the people like you and the other Houses that twist it and abuse it. Like you said, there’s no point in arguing about it. If the door isn’t here, I’m sure you won’t mind if I look around a bit more?”

He shrugged. “Suit yourself. Enjoy the park.”

He blinked away, leaving us alone once more.

“Pompous asshole,” Frank said, giving the empty space a meaty finger. “You think he’s telling the truth?”

“I don’t know. Sandman, Kirin, said this was the place. We’re here, we might as well see how it plays out.”

“Okay, boss.” He pointed at the darkness behind the gaping mouth. “You think the door is that way?”

“No. Black didn’t turn up when he did by accident. If he’s lying, he wants me to think we’re close so we waste more time. Tarakona must be pressuring him more than he’s letting on.”

“Sounds good to me.”

“Me too. I thought he had abandoned me. I wonder what changed his mind?”

“We’ll probably never know.”

I turned away from the abandoned ride, looking back toward another row of buildings in the distance. Black’s little visit didn’t make any sense to me. Why did he keep trying to dissuade me from following through with this by offering to let me live? 

Did he know I couldn’t die, and that he had no other way to stop me?

Was it possible that I could kill him?

I didn’t think highly enough of myself to believe it was the latter. Still, I was certain there was more to Black’s actions than he would ever say.

“Let’s head over to the buildings back there,” I said, pointing at them.

“Okay, boss,” Frank replied. 

We only made it two steps when a rustling in the brush to the left drew our attention. Frank pointed either Birdie or Snuffles at the spot, his augmented eye searching for a target.

“Oh crap,” he said a moment later, managing to pull the trigger twice before the manticore pounced.


























CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Making it angry[image: Image]




THE BULLETS HIT THE CREATURE’S side, digging deep and drawing blood. 

The damage only made it angry.

It slammed into Frank, four tons of thick muscle barreling into him and knocking him onto his back. He cursed as the manticore dug its front claws into his shoulders, while a scorpion-like tail angled to strike. The poison in the barbed tail was powerful enough to paralyze anything.

Where had the thing come from? Manticore were rare, and I had a hard time believing one had made a home here, or we would have seen more corpses and less graffiti on the way in. My only guess was that Black had brought it, grabbing it from wherever so we could play with it for a while. He was probably hoping it would be enough added incentive to chase us away, especially since it was pissed at being in unfamiliar territory.

The problem was that it was having the opposite effect. If he was going through so much trouble to get rid of us, that meant we had to be close.

“Get off me,” Frank yelled, managing to get a ham-fist up to punch it in the side of it’s bald, almost human face. The force was enough to knock it off-balance, and he punched again, getting it away from him. 

I had nothing to fight it with. No gun. No corpses. If I wanted to hurt it, I had to get close.

Damn.

“Over here,” I shouted as best I could, waving my arms. “Hey, shithead.”

It turned its attention to me, but only for a moment before deciding I wasn’t a threat. There was only so much a sub-one-hundred pound man could do to look menacing. It crept in toward Frank instead, a little more careful now even though the trogre had only made it to his knees.

Frank stared at the manticore, using his augmentation to find weak spots. I took the opportunity to reach out with my magic, searching for something, anything that I could use.

I found the body a few hundred meters away. I could tell by the way it responded to the magic that it was relatively fresh, dumped here a month or two earlier. I felt a pang of sadness at whatever fate had befallen it at the same time I pulled the soul back.

“You got a plan, boss?” Frank said. He had gotten to his feet and was circling with the manticore, keeping his eyes on the stinger.

“Sort of,” I replied, sending the signal to the corpse to start moving. It’s legs were in good shape. Most of it seemed to be. 

“Could you get it going a little faster?”

The manticore came at him again. Frank sidestepped, using one hand to push its face away and the other to smack away the tail as it lashed out at him. He planted his feet and kicked it in the side, drawing a yelp of pain followed by a roar. It struck at him with the stinger again, and when he ducked aside a claw came up and raked him across the face.

Frank cried out in pain, stumbling back a few steps while the creature went for the kill. I ran toward the action, questioning myself the entire time as I managed to get between the manticore and him. 

The stinger stabbed into my gut, sending fiery waves of pain throughout my body. I felt an immediate numbness there, even as the barbs withdrew, tearing at my flesh as they pulled out. I fell to the ground, losing my legs in an instant.

“Son of a bitch,” Frank said, stepping over me as it came forward once again. He punched it in the face once more, breaking its nose and forcing it to back up. 

“Frank,” I said, the poison working its way through me. “Pick me up.”

“What?”

“We need to run. Pick me up.”

Frank reached down and grabbed me, lifting me and cradling me like an infant. 

“I can’t fight it like this, boss.”

“You can’t fight it. You don’t have to.” 

My corpse arrived, breaking through the growth and onto the scene. It was a female, naked, with bruises around her neck. Most likely raped, strangled, and dumped. No wonder this place had such a malevolent feel.

She went at the manticore, undead muscles stronger than the real thing. Frank retreated, holding me while I sent more magic into it, forcing it to attack. The manticore recognized the new threat, howling and hissing, lashing out with the stinger. It stabbed her and pulled back, confused when she kept coming. It tried a second time, and she grabbed the tail and tried to pull it off. The creature screamed and batted her, knocking her away.

The poison made my entire body feel warm and tingly. It must have had something else in it, because I was becoming relaxed to the point of intoxication. 

“Thanks for taking the hit for me,” Frank said. He had blood on his face, though the broken pustules had already healed the wounds. “I’ll patch you up as soon as we stop moving.”

“Okay,” I replied. I was weightless and stupid, every moment becoming a blur. “Run fast,” I said, my connection to the corpse telling me she was getting mauled.

Frank looked back, cursed, and picked up the pace. I heard the manticore scream. I tried to turn my head, but my body wasn’t working anymore.

“I can’t outrun it,” he said. We were too far from the buildings and safety. “I have to put you down and try again.”

“No,” I replied, barely able to think. Everything was blurry, but was that a rooftop in the trees? “There.”

Frank looked in the direction I was facing. He must have seen it too because he changed direction, forcing his way through the overgrown vegetation.

He didn’t slow when the building came into view. It was an ugly brown thing with a pair of wide doors that were hanging off-kilter. The sign for it had fallen to the ground beside it a long time ago, and I didn’t have the capacity to read it as Frank forced open the door with his shoulder, dropped me inside, and then pulled it closed. 

Then he ducked down beside me, Birdie and Snuffles aimed at the door. I could hear the rustling in the brush, and then the manticore’s slightly labored breathing. 

It approached the building, reaching the door and hitting it a couple of times with its front claws. When the door didn’t give, it circled a few times before finally wandering away.

“That was too close,” Frank said, looking down at me. “Can you move?”

I tried to shake my head. “No.”

“I’m going to take your shirt off so I can see the wound.”

I sat there in silence. Had I just risked my life to try to save his?

I was trying to figure out what that meant when the poison finally stole my consciousness.


























CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Throwing stones in glass houses[image: Image]




FRANK WAS SITTING AGAINST THE wall of the building when I woke up. I didn’t say anything at first. I tried to move my finger instead. The poison had worn off.

“How long?” I asked, lifting my head. My muscles were sore but functional.

Frank looked over at me, his face brightening and a huge smile covering half of it. “Twenty minutes?” He got to his feet and walked over to me.

“The manticore?”

“Gone. I’m expecting to see it on the news in a couple of days. I healed the stab wound.”

I looked down at my chest. He had put my shirt back on, too. “Thanks.”

“I don’t know much about getting stung by one of those things, but I have a feeling you’re supposed to still be paralyzed.”

I pushed myself up to a sitting position. “Forty-eight hours,” I said. That was how long I had heard. “Long enough to bring you back to the den and save you for later.”

“You knew that when you jumped in front of it for me?”

“Yeah.”

“We would have lost the door if you were laid up for forty-eight.”

“I wasn’t thinking about that.”

“You saved my life.”

“You saved mine.”

He laughed. “I guess that makes us bros.”

“Friends? Yeah. I guess it does.”

He held out his hand. I grabbed it and let him help me up. 

“Twenty-minutes. That’s got to be a record.”

I nodded. It probably was. “The bigger question is, how the hell did I do it?”

“Maybe being paralyzed isn’t that different from being dead, and you’ve got experience with that.”

“I guess anything is possible.”

I turned to examine the building. It was all hardwood and dark, with signs pointing to areas to cue up into lines. Rope guides lay toppled over on the floor, dirty and rusty.

“What is this place?” I asked.

“The sign was in German, but if I had to guess, I would say it’s a funhouse or haunted house or something.”

I walked across the floor to the ride’s entrance and peered inside. I was surprised to find dim light emanating from fixtures near the ceiling, just bright enough to move without getting tripped up.

“Come on,” I said, going further in. 

There was a defined path to the space, a narrow corridor with different scenes separated by walls and enclosures. It had all been built before the reversal, and Frank had to stay crouched to fit.

“I’m going with haunted house,” Frank said as we crossed one scene, where a disfigured clown was positioned to drop a chainsaw toward the passing riders. 

“Looks that way,” I agreed. There was a cage on the other side, and I could imagine an actor screaming and reaching through the bars, trying to escape from someone or something.

We kept going. A couple of the scenes had doors, and I entered them to try them out. Nothing. 

We passed through the entire house. The hallway spilled out into a rear parlor with no apparent exit. Instead, we found ourselves in a room surrounded by antique mirrors. They were ornately decorated, covered with layers of dust and cobwebs. Trick mirrors. The kind that distorted your appearance, making you look fatter, or thinner, or giving you a huge head and tiny legs. 

“There’s no way out,” Frank said, moving to each of the mirrors and laughing at his appearance.

“Back the way we came,” I replied, turning to retreat.

A short hum preceded a snap, and the corridor disappeared, a mirror dropping in front of it on hidden guides.

“What the?” Frank spun in a circle.

“It’s part of the ride,” I said, walking up to the opposite mirror. It made me look gaunter than I already was. A true skeleton. “I bet this one will open in a minute. We must have tripped an electric eye or something.”

“Yeah, makes sense. Hey, look at me.” 

I glanced over at the mirror he was in front of. His muscles had grown to three times the size.

“I’ve never seen a mirror like this do that before,” I said, suddenly curious. I walked over to it and put my hand on it, sending death magic into the glass to dispel any other magic that it was imbued with. Within seconds, it had become a normal mirror.

“Aw, you ruined it,” Frank complained.

I stared at myself in the reflection. I was used to looking horrible, but the blood on my shirt made me look like I was one of the props.

“So we’re supposed to just wait here?” Frank asked, walking over to another mirror and chuckling. “I thought we were in a hurry.”

“We are,” I replied, still looking at myself. 

A thought was eating at the corner of my brain, but I couldn’t quite get a hold on it. There was something about the mirror. Something more than the magic that was keeping Frank so amused.

I finally looked away, heading to a second mirror. This one changed my gender, reflecting me with more delicate features and a pair of breasts. I put my hand on this one, too, drawing the magic from it.

“Don’t break them all,” Frank said. “I need something to do.”

I ignored him, looking at the others. There was one that caught my eye. 

It wasn’t reflecting at all.

I walked over to it, staring at the surface. It was blank. Empty. Interesting. I got a little closer to it and saw that I was wrong. There was a reflection. My eyes. Only my eyes.

The rest of the mirrors were funny. This one was frightening. I felt as though every ounce of guilt and anger and hurt and pain was exposed through the stark, inescapable, damning view.

I wanted to look away from it. I couldn’t bring myself to do it. If my eyes were a window to my soul laid bare, my soul was a train wreck that refused to be ignored. My gut twisted. My muscles tensed. My jaw clamped down. Who would have ever thought something so simple would cause such a reaction?

There was a crack, and a whine as the mirror blocking the exit slid up the side of the wall, clearing the way back out into the park. I managed to pull my eyes away then, turning them toward the open air beyond.

“You okay, boss?” Frank asked.

I wasn’t sure. My throat was dry and my hands were sweaty. Somebody had to look at that mirror to get out. Someone had to face themselves. It was part of the ride. The most twisted, horrifying part. 

“Boss?” Frank said again.

I reached out toward the mirror. Its existence was a perversion, even if it was tucked away in a derelict amusement park. Whatever Black was thinking when he made it, I was going to unmake it.

I put my hand on it. At least, I tried to. It hit the dark surface.

Then it sank through.

“What the?” Frank said. 

I didn’t pull my hand away. Instead, I kept pushing, letting it sink deeper until it was up to my elbow.

“Some people think that mirrors are a gateway to another dimension,” I said, feeling a sense of smug satisfaction at my semi-accidental discovery. “I guess Black decided to make it true.”

Why? I didn’t know. For as much as my fate had been connected to the wizard’s, for everything Dannie had told me about her father, and for all of our interactions, I still felt like I didn’t know that much about him. Maybe there was some deep-rooted significance to the park, to the mirror, to the strange reflection. 

Or maybe he just thought it was a better hiding place for the entrance to his submerged domain. 

Either way, we had found it. 


























CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE
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I KNEW WE WERE IN the right place as soon as we stepped through the mirror. The sculpture of Mr. Black and his family loomed large over us as we came out into the atrium while the portal we traveled through appeared on this side as a pair of double doors.

There was nobody else in the room. Was there anyone else in the house?

“Nice digs,” Frank said. “That thing is kind of fugly, though.”

“You can say that again.”

“I’m guessing this place is pretty huge. Do you know where Sandman is being held?”

“She never said. I don’t think she knows.”

He nodded. “Maybe we should split up. We’ll cover more ground. Plus, you’re a ghost in here as long as we aren’t together.”

“No. It didn’t turn out too well for me the first time, and we’ve got no way to communicate over a distance. Besides, Black knows what we’re looking for. There’s only one place we can end up. If Tarakona is doing his job well, we’ll be out before Black notices. If not, he’ll meet us there. He isn’t going to get his hands dirty unless he has to.”

“Yeah, I figured that much. It’s good to be the King.”

We crossed the atrium floor, heading through a second pair of doors and into a long corridor. I had been here with Black before. There was an elevator at the end that would lead us to other parts of the house. 

“My guess is that she’ll be on the bottom floor. It’s quiet and out of the way. Black keeps his artifacts in a room down there, too.”

“It’s as good a place to start as any.”

And who knew what kind of treasures I might find down there? 

We picked up the pace, going for the elevator at a run. Black could appear at any moment, with or without reinforcements. Whatever Tarakona was doing to keep him busy, he wouldn’t make that more important than keeping Kirin from escaping.

I could almost feel the change in the magical fields when the wizard appeared behind us. I knew instinctively that it wasn’t Black. The fields changed, but not in the same grandiose way. I stopped running, spinning around and channeling the death magic, whispering the incantation to send the power out. A woman in a tailored suit was standing at the far end of the hallway, her hands raised and bleeding electricity. Her hair was slightly ruffled, her suit a little wrinkled. A sheen of sweat rested on her forehead, suggesting she had already been in the middle of something before she arrived. 

The lightning launched from her hands, hitting my negative field and falling apart. Frank had drawn his guns behind me, and I winced at the deafening roar of the pistols in my ear. The wizard raised a shield of magic in front of them, knocking them aside.

I checked the distance to the elevator. It was close. 

“Frank, keep going,” I said. “Fall back.”

Frank started to backpedal, while the wizard dropped to a knee, putting her hand on the floor. It immediately began shaking, too quickly for me to counter. My knees buckled, and I fell to the side, catching myself on the wall. A ball of fire was already on its way, and for a moment I thought I was going to be toast. I raised my hand to it, spitting the foreign words out just in time to dissipate it against my fingertips. The remnants washed over me like a warm breeze.

Two more pops. She swept her hand in front of herself, and a stiff wind knocked the bullets aside. The action bought me enough time to get my balance and gain a few steps on the elevator. I flicked my eyes back toward it just in time to see five ghosts drop in, along with the flicker of Mr. Black as he came and went.

“Frank,” I shouted.

The trogre was already on them, barrelling his massive frame into the group, which was squeezed by the size of the corridor. He knocked them aside, grabbing one and throwing him hard enough into the wall that both the stone and the ghost’s head cracked.

More gunfire sounded, bullets hitting Frank in the back. His duster was bulletproof, and he absorbed the pain without complaint, raising his cannon and shooting back at close range. I put my eyes back on the wizard before I had to watch heads explode into mush.

She had produced a gun from somewhere, and she fired three times. The first bullet missed. The second hit me in the leg. The third grazed my shoulder. I gritted my teeth at the pain. She was starting to piss me off.

Unfortunately, most of my magic didn’t work very well at a distance. If I couldn’t reach the elevator, I needed to close the gap.

I checked Frank one more time. He had a spot of blood on his shoulder but was otherwise fine. He finished off the last of the ghosts, breaking an arm before throwing him to the ground.

I smiled. Black had underestimated us. He had never had to fight a war on two fronts before, and his strategy was lacking. He had put his home below the water not only to keep it hidden and safe but also because the fields were so close at hand. What made him stronger made any user stronger.

Including me.

I gathered the death magic, spreading it out like tendrils, into the ghosts that Frank hadn’t ruined beyond usefulness. The wizard at the end of the hall shot at me again, two of the bullets hitting me in the chest. I ignored them, and the pain. My energy reached the corpses, sucking the life force from them and returning it to me, healing the bullet wounds at the same time I recalled the newly released souls. 

The wizard looked panicked as three of the ghosts rose on unsteady limbs. She gathered her magic again, launching enough flame to fill the corridor. I raised my hands against it, calling for more of the death magic, using it to dispel her assault. 

Three undead ghosts raised their assault rifles and opened fire.

She wrapped herself in a cocoon of energy that the bullets couldn’t penetrate. 

“You don’t have to die here,” I shouted to her. “I only want to free the girl.”

“Are you kidding?” she said, hidden behind her barrier. “My father will kill me if I surrender to you.”

Father? I stopped my zombies from shooting.

“You’re Black’s daughter?” I said.

“Aiyana,” she replied, dropping the shield. I got a better look at her now. She didn’t have the same mother as Dannie, but I could see a slight resemblance. “I’m sorry, Baron. I can’t just let you go.”

“You can’t stop me.”

“I have to. I don’t have a choice.”

I would have asked her if she really thought Mr. Black would kill his own child, but I already knew the answer. I didn’t want to hurt Dannie’s sister, not because of the sins of her father. 

I didn’t have a choice either.

It only took one bullet, a single shot from Dead Ghost Number One. She wasn’t ready for it. She wasn’t expecting it. It was a good shot, right between the eyes, that dropped her in an instant. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, releasing the threads that held the zombies. They too tumbled to the floor.

“I bet Black won’t make that mistake again,” Frank said, reviewing the carnage.

I was disgusted with it, and saddened at the sight of Aiyana dead on the floor. At the same time, I felt an elation at how easily I had wielded the power. It was a window into how dangerously intoxicating and transformative it could be. A single step into perhaps understanding Mr. Black a little bit better.

It turned my stomach.

I glanced at Frank without speaking and then tread past the blood and bodies to the elevator.

“Let’s get this over with.”
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WE RODE THE ELEVATOR TO the bottom floor. I kept waiting for Black to pop in again and deliver an army into the tight confines of the cabin, or to snap the cable and let us plummet to our death. He didn’t do either. I knew that he knew Aiyana was dead. He had known as soon as Dannie had been killed, and they were anything but close. Did he feel remorse over his decisions? Did he feel sorrow? He had always claimed he did, but his actions hadn’t done much to prove it.

We exited the elevator directly into the room where Black kept his collection of ancient, magically enhanced artifacts. The last time I had been here, he had given me the mask to help me fight back against his son and to get revenge for Dannie’s death. At least, that’s what he had said at the time. I knew better now. Matwau had been seeking enough power to become a threat, and Black had to stop him before that happened. 

There were dozens of priceless items displayed throughout the room, organized as if they were on the floor of a museum. There were weapons of all kinds, as well as clothing, carvings, and spellbooks held in preserving liquid. We moved through the room more slowly than the others. I focused on the discordant hum of the death frequency, listening for any sign that there was something in here I could use.

There wasn’t.

“All of this stuff is magic?” Frank asked.

“Yeah. From before the first reversal. Back when Tarakona was a baby.”

“Whoa. How did Black find all of this stuff?”

“He’s been hunting it down for years, to keep it out of the hands of his enemies, and to try to figure out how the first anti-magic switch happened so he can reproduce it.”

“How did it happen?”

“Nobody knows for sure. Black thinks a wizard did it.”

“If someone grew up in a world of magic, why would they want to get rid of it?”

“I don’t know. I’m sure they thought they had a good reason.”

“People always do, don’t they?”

There was another doorway at the end of the room. I had seen it the first time Black had brought me here, but it hadn’t registered as anything out of the ordinary. Had Kirin been locked up only a few dozen steps away the entire time he’d been preaching to me about freedom and choices? Did he really believe his own words?

We were halfway across the floor of the collection when a coldness in my gut forced me to pause. I heard the first, low laugh a moment later. The demon in the mask. 

“It is almost complete,” it said. “The power of a soul, for the power of a soul. As it was, it shall forever be.”

I stopped in my tracks, looking around the room again. Was there something here it wanted me to find?

“Baron,” Frank said, noticing that I had stopped moving.

“Shh,” I said. “Give me a second.”

I closed my eyes, listening once again for any hint of death magic attached to the artifacts around us. 

Still nothing. 

No. That wasn’t true. I caught the slightest of screams, the lightest of trembles. Except it wasn’t coming from the artifacts around me. 

It was coming from the other side of the door.

My hand fell into my pocket, landing on the mask. It was warm to the touch. Eager. It wanted me to put it on, to ask for the power. To submit to it once more.

“Come on,” I said, moving toward the door again. 

I wasn’t going to wear it. I wasn’t going to submit. Back in Tokyo, it had asked me if I wanted to be free. I did, but at what price? I knew what it wanted. There was nothing subtle about it’s desire for Mr. Black’s power. There was no disguising that this was the reason it had brought me here. And it had brought me here. As I came to that realization, I also fell upon that certainty. Tracing the timeline from the moment the dice had first called out to me, I could see the pieces falling into place, hundreds of them arranged in an ordered chaos to create the conditions that would lead me to the here and now.

I didn’t know what the demon was. I only knew that it was old, and it was evil, and it had power that I didn’t understand. Power that Tarakona had warned me about, and that even Death feared.

It had offered me the bargain when Mr. Black had given me the mask, and I had accepted, knowing full well that I was screwing myself. I had solidified the bond when I took the ring from Tarakona. In my desperation to survive, I had made a deal with a devil, and now the payment was coming due.

Except I wasn’t going to submit. I wasn’t going to use the mask or the dice. I wasn’t going to let this devil have the soul of the most powerful wizard on Earth. 

I would do this myself, or not at all.

I heard the demon’s laughter again, riding the back of my subconscious, just barely audible above the magical fields. It was mocking me. Daring me to try to finish the job without its help. 

I reached the door. It swung open before I could touch it.

“Baldie!” Amos said.

He was standing in the middle of the room, a shotgun in his meaty hands. 

Mr. Black was standing to his left.

An iron door rested behind them, the magic lock shimmering on top of it.

“Conor,” Black said. “Thank you for coming.”


























CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Black and Night[image: Image]




“WHAT DO YOU MEAN, THANK you?” I said, as the doors swung closed behind us. 

“It’s a long story,” Mr. Black said. He looked weary. “A story older than any of us. Older than Tarakona, even.”

“The demon,” I said, feeling the mask grow warmer in my pocket. I could see the artifact now.

Mr. Black was wearing it.

A coat made from what looked like human flesh. It had a tan and brown patina like stained blood and bruises, a simple cut that brought it to Black’s knees, and a pair of pockets perfectly sized to carry both the mask and the dice. Looking at it brought a feeling of eagerness and desire. Mine? Or the demon’s?

“Yes,” Black said. “A few years back, my people told me about how you went with Danelle to New Orleans, and how you came back with a pair of ancient dice. I didn’t think much of it at first, until I discovered an old text at the same dig site as the mask. It was written as a story. One that I have come to believe is not some fairy tale or myth, but a true recounting of the events of that time.”

“What does this have to do with Kirin?” I asked, pointing at the door.

“Hear me out, Conor. There is more at stake here than the girl.”

“A bargain made,” the demon said to me. “A bargain to be kept. The power of a soul, for the power of a soul.”

“What is it?” I asked. “The demon.”

“The text told the story of two friends,” Black said. “Magicians. They were full-frequency wizards, like me. They used their magic to heal the sick, to calm deadly storms, to prevent drought, and to otherwise care for the people in their community, much like the Houses originally tried to do. Then one day, one of the friends got sick. Very sick.”

“He became a necromancer,” I said.

“Yes. He was dying, and his magic turned to that of darkness and chaos and death. He accepted his fate, and welcomed it, but his friend did not. He was a powerful wizard, and he refused to let go, and while he couldn’t cure his friend of his illness, his magic was able to prolong his life. This should sound familiar to you.”

“We aren’t friends,” I said.

Black smiled. “We are closer than you think, Conor, but that is beside the point. The necromancer survived, much longer than was ever intended. The longer he lived, the more powerful he became. The stronger he became, the further he slipped into madness. He began to call himself the Lord of the Dead, and people started to follow him. He would demand ritual sacrifices of them, forcing them to kill one another, and then raising the corpses and using them for all kinds of sadistic purposes.”

“I’m not crazy,” I said. 

“Not yet, no. His friend saw what was happening, but he didn’t have the heart to kill him. Instead, he banished him to an island with many of his followers, where he was intended to die.”

“Let me guess. He didn’t.”

“Yes, he did. His body did. His heart ceased beating. He no longer needed to eat or breathe or sleep. He became a lich. An undead creature of immense power. Unable to be killed. Unable to be stopped.”

Tarakona’s words echoed in my mind. “There are worse things sleeping beneath the surface of a world without magic.”

“The power of a soul, for the power of a soul,” the demon whispered.

“He raised an army of undead thousands strong. An army that threatened to destroy all of civilization. In his madness, in his anger at his own fate, he sought to bring about the same to all of those who survived when he did not. To those who were well when he was suffering.

“His friend saw what was happening. He sought to put an end to it, but it was too late. No magic in the world was strong enough to stand up to the death magic, as it fed not only on the magical fields, but on the life energy of the departed. Everything that lives must die, Conor. His power was destined to continually grow, while everything else diminished. There was no way to prevent him from succeeding in his goal.”

I swallowed. Hard. “Except for one,” I said.

Mr. Black nodded. “The remaining wizards pooled their power and used it to cause the reversal. They ended magic to end the threat.”

“They killed thousands.”

“Samedi would have killed them all.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. The demon’s laughter grew stronger in my head. Samedi? Baron Samedi?

“Yes, Conor. Your ghost name is no coincidence. Samedi is a lich, unable to be killed. He heard what the wizards were planning, and he prepared by crafting four artifacts in which to hide, waiting for the time when magic would return to the world and he would wake once more. But he couldn’t do it on his own. He needed a host, someone to feed him the life energy and help his power return.”

I felt cold. Ice cold. My heart was thumping, my mind was reeling.

“He wants me to kill you,” I said.

“No. He wants you to give me to him,” Black replied. “There was a time when Tarakona and I were enemies. I stole his egg, and I did intend to steal the power from it. I do want my freedom. I want it very badly. But there is more. Magic cannot be permitted to exist in this world. If Samedi returns, all of it will burn.”

“That is messed up,” Frank said.

I looked from Black, to Frank, to Amos, to the door. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 

“You’re lying,” I said. It sounded as stupid to me as it must have to him. “You sent your teams to try to kill me. And the manticore. And your own daughter. Hell, you tried to kill me.”

“And we failed. All of us. Everyone who has tried to kill you has failed, as we suspected they would.”

“Not everyone,” Frank said. “One of your guys shot him. He was dead. I saw it.”

Black’s face changed. He was serious before. Now I sensed a hint of fear. 

“You were dead?” he asked.

I nodded. “Yeah. Why?”

“The power of a soul, for the power of a soul,” the demon, Samedi, said.

“Then it may already be too late,” he said.

“Too late for what?”

“Kirin,” Black said. “I didn’t take her out of cruelty. I claimed her out of necessity. At first for one reason, and later for another. She was the only thing that may have prevented this, and she understood her role.” He smiled. “I promised her freedom in exchange for her assistance, and she played to near perfection.”

“Wait a second. You’re telling me this entire thing has been one big setup?”

“Not everything. I only realized what was happening when you took the Hua and killed my wizard. Tarakona didn’t know what he was doing when he gave you that ring, but he and I came to an agreement shortly after. He understood my reasons after I explained them, and he agreed to help provided that I could solve the problem without harming his child. It took time to put this plan in motion, time that I wish I could have back. The effects of the Xenoxofril were unexpected, and have accelerated the growth of your power - along with Samedi’s.” 

The laughter grew even louder. Loud enough that it was beginning to drown out my ability to think.

It all made sense, but it also seemed so impossible. Black wanted to end magic for himself, not to save humanity. Didn’t he? But why couldn’t he do both? Two birds. One stone.

“What am I supposed to do?” I said. My body was beginning to tremble, my muscles tensing.

“Do you want to be free?” Samedi asked me. His voice was like a snake, slithering along my senses.

“You don’t have to do anything but open the door,” Black said, stepping aside.


























CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX
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I STARED AT THE DOOR. He was going to let me open it and set Kirin free. He wanted me to open it.

“The power of a soul, for the power of a soul,” Samedi said.

Now that I knew the truth, I felt frozen every time I heard his voice. I had never understood the strange demon, or the dice, or the mask. Not really. I had never questioned it. Never cared enough about anything but my own survival to give it a second thought. I didn’t know what was happening anymore. Right, wrong, up, down. They were all the same. 

The only thing I knew for certain was that I couldn’t let the creature, the lich, escape the artifacts. I had always known it was evil. Now I understood how much.

I started walking toward the door in a daze, unable to do more than put one foot in front of the other. I had gone through all of this to set Kirin free. Most of what had happened may have been orchestrated, but I had felt her pain in the Machine. I had heard her sadness. She wanted out. If I was about to fail the entire world, I had to at least make good on that promise. 

“Do you want to be free?” the lich asked me again.

“Yes,” I whispered. 

It responded with laughter.

“When the door opens,” I heard Black say, “Do not look. Whatever you do. Amos, Frank, do not look at her.”

I reached the door. Why would he say something like that? What was I about to do? 

“The power of a soul, for the power of a soul,” Samedi said, sending a wave of pain into me. “We have a deal, necromancer. A bargain made.”

“No,” I replied, taking another step. “Fuck your bargain.”

It laughed even louder. “Do you think you have a choice?” More laughter. The pain eased. It was going to let me open the cage. “You will end, necromancer. I will not.”

I paused, staring straight ahead. “I can’t die.”

“Fool.”

That was all it said. Then its presence was gone, leaving me clear to my thoughts. I hadn’t realized how hard it was pressing on me until it stopped. 

“Conor?” Black said. 

I looked back at him. “What is she?” I asked.

“It doesn’t matter. Open the door. There is no other way.”

I wasn’t sure I wanted to now. “It wants me to open it.”

I noticed Black glance at Amos. It was subtle, easy for most people to miss. 

“It’s lying to you, Conor. It has been using you this entire time, telling you what you want to hear instead of the truth. I’m sorry I ever gave you the mask. If I had known more about what it was, I wouldn’t have.”

I had to believe something. Black, Samedi, myself? What was the right thing to do? I didn’t know. Maybe I was damned no matter which direction I turned.

I looked back at the door. If that was the case, I figured I might as well open it.

I reached out toward the lock, putting my hand on it. I could feel the magical energy flowing through it, and I started whispering the incantation to dispel it and set Kirin free.

The laughter returned, booming in my head, harsh and malevolent and above all amused. 

“The power of a soul, for the power of a soul,” Samedi said.

What if it wasn’t Black’s soul the lich wanted? What if it was Kirin’s?

The thought came too late. First, the magic faded from the lock, and then the inner mechanism crumbled to corroded dust. It had happened so fast, the strength of the fields down here multiplying my power. 

The laughter grew louder.

The door began to swing inward.

“Do not look,” I heard Black say again. 

I glanced back. He had his head down, a small mirror in his hands. I looked over at Frank. He was looking at Black. So was Amos.

The door stopped moving. I could see the table just beyond it, made of rubber or some other soft material, just as Kirin had described. Where was she?

“Kirin,” I said, taking a step forward.

“The bargain is made,” Samedi said. 

My hand tightened on the dice. It wanted me to use them. I knew it did. I felt my arm tense as I fought to keep control.

“Do you want to be free?” it asked.

“When have I ever been free?” I replied.

It laughed harder.

“Baron?”

Her voice was small. So much smaller than it had been in the Machine. It was as though she had never used it on the outside before, and maybe she hadn’t.

“Kirin,” I said. “The door is open.”

She appeared from the corner of the room, moving out from the left side between the open doorway and the table. Her initial appearance didn’t surprise me, matching her avatar fairly closely. Her flesh was greener and smoother, her breasts were slightly smaller, her hips a little wider. She was as naked as she had claimed though she was so accustomed to it that she wasn’t embarrassed.

We looked into one another’s eyes. Her orange pupils seemed to take on a strange glow, and I could feel the magic behind them. It eased its way into me, and in an instant, I began to feel slow and heavy.

“What’s happening?” I heard Frank say.

“It is working,” Black replied. He must have been watching us through a mirror. Why a mirror?

I stopped staring at Kirin’s eyes, trying to look past her. I felt a chill when I did. Her hair was moving behind her as if it were alive, the dreadlocked braids no longer running down her back, but shifting and undulating around her shoulders. A dozen pairs of glowing orange orbs stared back at me from a dozen bundles of scaly greenish hair, answering the rest of my questions.

“You’re a gorgon,” I said, trying to adjust my gaze away from the orbs and from her eyes, struggling to do so.

“What is that?” she asked.

The heavy feeling intensified. That was why Black had taken her and locked her up without mirrors. He didn’t want her to see the truth. He didn’t want her to know what kind of abomination she was. Was he right to imprison her? I didn’t know. Was a life with nothing but the Machine better than being slaughtered as a monster?

“Baron? What is happening to you?”

“Look away, Kirin,” I said. “Please.”

“I don’t understand,” she replied.

“Something’s wrong,” Black said. “It should have been done by now.”

“The power of a soul, for the power of a soul,” Samedi said. “The bargain is made. Set us free.”

The dice grew warmer and more tempting in my hand. I could feel the heaviness beginning to subside, my ability to dispel magic fighting back against the gaze that should have turned me to stone.

“No,” I said. 

If I had been frozen by her power, we both would have been trapped, stuck like that in an eternity of non-death. It would have been the end, for as long as Black could keep us both hidden from the world. Except that wasn’t what was happening. I was too strong. Too resistant to magic.

“It ain’t working,” Amos said.

Pain lanced through my body. “Set us free,” Samedi demanded.

My legs were weak, and I started to fall. I was surprised when Kirin caught me, grabbing my arm and holding me up.

“Conor?”

“Don’t touch me,” I said, wrenching my arm away. “It wants me to give you to it.”

“What does?” 

She had tears in her eyes, confused by my rejection. She noticed Black then. “What is this?” she asked. “Why won’t you look at me?”

“Shit,” I heard Amos say. “You had your chance, Black. Yo, Baldie.”

I forced my head Amos’ way. 

“Throw the dice,” he said. 

“What?”

He raised the shotgun, shooting Frank in the leg. Blood splattered as his kneecap crumbled, and he collapsed under his own weight. 

“Throw the fucking dice, or I’m going to kill your ugly friend.”

“Are you out of your mind?” I asked.

“Amos, what are you doing?” Black said.

“Can it, pops. You blew this one. Conor, you gotta throw the dice.”

“Set us free!” Samedi’s voice boomed in my head. “A bargain made. The power of a soul for the power of a soul.”

“This ain’t Middle Earth, Skeletor. There ain’t no Mount Doom. Do what it wants, or your friend dies.”

“You’re helping it?” I said. 

“I got my reasons.”

“Set us free, necromancer. Both of us. Take command over death. Fear it no longer.”

“Amos, I’ll kill you,” Black said.

“Go ahead and try.”

For whatever reason, Black didn’t. 

“Set us free, Conor,” Samedi said. “One soul. A small price.”

“For you to end the world?”

“It will be as it will be. Death holds no power over you and I. Set us free.”

I looked at Kirin. She was crying and shaking, released into a situation she didn’t understand in a world she had never experienced. She didn’t know what she was, or the terrible power that she held. She didn’t know why nobody would look at her, or how in looking at her she would be killing them. 

“The power of a soul, for the power of a soul.”

“Baldie, you got five seconds.”

“He’ll die anyway if Samedi is free.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. Every decision we make is a risk. You let that thing in, now it’s your problem.”

I found Frank. He was on the floor, clutching his shattered knee. He couldn’t heal that much damage very quickly.

“Conor?” Kirin said. 

“Set us free,” Samedi said.

My hand clutched the dice so tightly they were digging into my flesh, burning it wherever they touched. Why was I hesitating? I had left my wife and child. I had let my best friend die and then rose her from the dead against her wishes. I had stolen and killed and used dead children as accomplices to both. I had put myself above others every step of the way, and at the same time called others selfish. I was a monster like Kirin, if not much, much worse. 

After everything, was I really trying to do the right thing? 

Amos was right. Maybe the world would burn. Maybe it wouldn’t. I had promised Kirin I would set her free, and I had, though I had a feeling she would come to regret her desire to escape the safety of her cage. I had promised Samedi something else. 

The power of a soul, for the power of a soul.

I drew my hand from my pocket. I could sense the lich’s eagerness as I raised them.

“Do what you will,” I said.

Then I dropped them.
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THE DICE SEEMED TO FALL in slow motion. I heard Black shout as they dropped, and I felt a wave of his magic attempt to halt the momentum. Darkness flared from the bone, dispelling the magic as the dice hit the floor.

“What have you done?” Black said.

The laughter exploded out of my head, echoing across the room. I felt Kirin press against me, trying to hide from it. 

“The bargain is met,” Samedi said.

The black energy exploded from the dice, swirling around the room. I felt a burning against my thigh and watched as the mask fell through a new hole in my pocket, the lich’s power streaming out from it as well.

It began to coalesce on Mr. Black, joining with the power of the coat he had worn to attract me. His magic flared as he sought to fight back against the sudden assault, but the lich’s raw power was too strong. His magic died against the dark entity, failing completely. 

“Kirin, look at me,” Black said, falling to his knees. “Hurry.”

I grabbed her head, trying not to recoil at the slimy feel of her hair. I held her behind me. “Don’t. It will go after you instead.”

“Damn you, Conor,” Black said. “Why?” The darkness was reaching into the wizard now, turning his skin ever darker as it sought for control.

I didn’t have a good answer for him. I did it because I didn’t know what else to do. I did it because I was done trying to figure it out. I did it because, in the end, it was better him than me, and better him than Kirin. She had never done anything to anyone other than being born. 

“Why not?” I replied.

“You have no idea what you’ve done,” he whispered, right before his voice changed into something raw and animalistic, releasing a scream that chilled me to the bone. The lich’s dark energy continued to swirl around him, feeding on his soul. 

I watched in silence. I didn’t understand what I had done. Not yet. Would I come to regret it? Most likely, but the last six years of my life had been nothing but regrets. What was one more?

“You son of a bitch,” I heard Frank say. I watched as he lunged at Amos on his good leg. Amos stepped aside more nimbly than someone of his girth should have been able, slamming Frank across the side of the head with the shotgun, using it like a baseball bat. Frank dropped to the side, immediately trying to get back up again.

“Stay down, puss-face. This ain’t about you,” Amos said.

It was about something, and I had no idea what. The dark energy was diminishing, absorbed into Mr. Black, whose skin had turned almost as black as Samedi’s soul. He stopped screaming then, sitting on his knees with his head down. 

A simple quiet followed. The calm before the storm.

“Keep your eyes covered,” I said to Kirin. “Or you’re going to turn everyone here who isn’t me into stone.”

“What are you talking about?” she replied.

“Trust me for now. Keep your eyes down or cover them with your hands.”

I took a few tentative steps toward Black. I had a feeling he wasn’t Black anymore. When Amos put the shotgun against his back and pulled the trigger, I knew he wasn’t.

The echo of the attack reverberated around the room, and a spray of blood went everywhere, the warmth of it splattering the side of my face. The body collapsed forward.

“Heh. That was easier than I thought,” Amos said.

“What the fuck is going on, Amos?” I asked.

“Two options, Baldie. Turn you to stone and trap the asshole, or let him take Black and make himself alive again, and then kill him. There ain’t no other way.”

“Black didn’t tell you that,” I said.

“Nope. He would never have agreed to it.”

“Then who?”

I asked the question, but I already knew the answer.

Death.

“One mistake,” Black said, the body suddenly moving again, pushing himself to his knees. “I won’t die again so easily.”

“Aww, crap,” Amos said, pointing the shotgun at him once more.

A wave of magic tore it from his fingers, throwing it into the wall. A second wave slammed into Amos. I expected him to be splattered against the stone as well. Instead, he was pushed back slowly until he was pinned. I could tell by Black’s reaction he hadn’t been expecting that result.

Then Black looked at me. I knew right away that he wasn’t Black anymore.

“Conor,” Samedi said, smiling. “My friend. Thank you.”

He got to his feet. He looked at Kirin, whose eyes were cast down on the floor.

“Don’t,” I said. 

“Protecting her? Why? You don’t know her. And I want it.”

I could feel the coldness in the words. The evil. I could only imagine what he wanted her for.

“You got what you wanted,” I said. “The power of a soul, for the power of a soul. A bargain made and met. This one is mine.”

His face twisted for an instant, and then he nodded. “I will let you keep her for now because you kept your promise.” He took a long breath, the first in over forty thousand years. “I’d forgotten what it was like to breathe. To hunger. To desire.” He breathed in again.

I stood there. What else was I going to do? He had some amount of Mr. Black’s power though I didn’t know how much. Did he still have command of death magic? I didn’t want to find out.

“What are you going to do now?” I asked.

He laughed, the same laugh that would forever be etched into my memories. “Enjoy it,” he replied, still laughing.

Then his laughter paused. “You have something of mine, Conor. I want it back.”

Before I could react, his hand lunged forward and grabbed my wrist. I felt pain, intense pain, as he closed his grip on it. The death magic poured into me, stronger than anything I had ever felt.

He answered my question by destroying my hand. My control over it was pathetic compared to his, and I cried out in pain as I watched it turn to dust within a matter of seconds. The ring, his ring, fell into his palm.

“A warning,” he said to me. 

I reflexively clutched at the stump with my opposite hand, my eyes tearing, my body shaking with pain and fear. What the hell had I just done? Was I really this stupid?

“Keep away from me, Conor.” He slid the ring onto his finger. “I can do the same to the rest of you just as easily.”

I knew that he could. I nodded.

He bowed to me then. Was it respect or was he mocking me?

Then he disappeared.
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AMOS FELL AWAY FROM THE wall as soon as Samedi was gone. He hurried over to me.

“Conor? Oh, shit.”

I held my arm. The wound was clean, cauterized as it was made. There was no blood, only a mess of flesh at the end of my wrist. 

I looked at it, turned away, and vomited.

“What the hell did you do, pal?” Frank said, climbing gingerly onto his good leg. “I’m going to kill you.”

“Hold up there, toad,” Amos said. “We ain’t on different sides.”

“Frank, leave him,” I said, coughing out puke. 

“Conor?” Kirin said. 

“Keep your eyes down,” I said. “I’m sorry, Kirin. I didn’t know. I didn’t know that you didn’t know, either. Do you know what a gorgon is?”

“I know the mythology,” she said, sounding frightened.

“It ain’t a myth,” Amos said. “It’s you.”

She gasped, and then fell to her knees and started to sob.

“Good job, Amos,” I said.

He shrugged. “What?”

“Uh, Conor, I don’t want to spoil the mood after we just got our asses kicked or anything,” Frank said. “But if Black is dead, and his magic gone, isn’t this place going to collapse under the weight of the ocean?”

“Yeah. I think it’s time to get out of here. Kirin, take my hand.” I tried to hold the missing one out at first. How was I going to deal with this? I held out the other, and she took it. “I’ll guide you.”

She stood up. Something groaned somewhere in the building.

“Think we’ll make it?” Frank asked.

“We have to,” I replied. 

The wall to the right started to crack. A loud boom followed from somewhere else.

“I don’t think we’re going to make it,” Frank said.

“There you are,” a new voice said. I knew who it belonged to before I saw its owner.

Death.

For some reason, he wasn’t very frightening right now. Just a man in a suit, standing beside Amos. Maybe it was because I now knew that he wasn’t some immortal, ethereal, godlike thing. He was a wizard, like Black had been. Maybe more powerful. Maybe much more powerful.

After all, like Tarakona, he had survived over forty thousand years. And he did have some command over the souls of the dead, despite the fact that he wasn’t a necromancer. 

It made me begin rethinking the godlike part. I was still too tired, too hurt, and too angry to be afraid. Not after what Samedi had made me feel. In fact, I felt a certain lightness to be rid of that burden.

“It didn’t go so well,” Amos said.

“Untrue,” Death replied. “I told you that he had to be mortal to finish him for good.”

“You knew about this,” I said. “And you didn’t tell me?”

Death smiled. “Conor.” He noticed my hand. “My apologies on your hand. I had hoped to bring you through this unscathed. I tried to tell you, necromancer. I tried to warn you.”

“You tried to kill me.”

“Now you know why. People, especially necromancers, cannot live past their time, or madness, death, and destruction will result. When I saw how far along you had come, I tried to speak to you, but you ran from me. That foolish dragon gave you Samedi’s ring.” He shook his head in disbelief. “It is of no matter now. Let us retire somewhere a little safer to continue our conversation. Kirin, dear, do not be afraid. All will be well.”

He sounded like a grandfather, not a malevolent spirit. 

He waved his hand, and we were standing in my apartment in Jersey. I could imagine Black’s palace collapsing an instant after Death brought us to safety.

“I thought I was immune to magic,” I said.

“When you are strong,” Death said. “Losing Samedi’s power has weakened you. The fields are open to you, and that power will return, but it will take time. Just like losing your power has weakened him.”

“He didn’t seem weak to me,” I said, holding up the stump of my wrist. I was still in shock over it, surprised at myself for my relative calm.

“The fields were immensely strong down there. It is the only reason I was able to get you out.”

“You’re immune, too,” I said, looking at Amos.

He shook his head. “Nah. Not immune. Resistant.”

“That would make you an alternate human,” I said. “A new-hoo.”

He shrugged. “Nobody ever said I ain’t a lousy hypocrite.”

I looked back at Death. “When your followers captured me, you were bringing me in to warn me?”

“Yes.”

“And when Amos told you about Black’s plan, you took Prithi to make sure I would go along with it?”

“Yes.”

“Where is she now?”

“On a bus, headed back to Las Vegas. She assisted me voluntarily, once she understood.”

“And you knew Black was going to wind up dead?”

“I wasn’t certain, but it was always very likely.”

I shifted back to Amos. “And you went along with all of this. You said you had your reasons. I doubt they have to do with me, and I’m seriously questioning that you give enough of a shit about the world to be interested in getting rid of Samedi. So why?”

“Heh. When you find out, you’re going to wet yourself.” He glanced at my pants. I already had when Samedi took my hand. “Oh. You already did.”

“What is he talking about?” I asked Death.

“A bargain made,” he replied. “But it isn’t completed yet. Samedi is mortal again, but he is still powerful, and he escaped.”

I knew where this was going. 

“You want me to kill him.”

“Yes.”

“Why don’t you do it?”

“I tried and failed. The most powerful wizards in the ancient world tried and failed. We destroyed magic, Conor. We undid it, and still his power remained.”

“So did you. How?”

“I’m not at liberty to say. There are still things in this world you don’t understand. There are things that no one is intended to understand. To know them is to be imprisoned by them, and I should think you’d prefer not to be imprisoned once again. Death magic created Samedi. Only death magic can destroy him.”

“What’s in it for me?” I asked.

He smiled. “Peace, Conor.”

“That’s it? Peace?” 

“Yes.”

“That ain’t it,” Amos said. “Don’t be so cagey, Mr. D.”

“Very well. You have three days to decide, Conor. I cannot force you to do it, but I will leave you with a little added incentive.” He turned to Kirin, who was still looking at the ground. “My dear, I would like you to come with me.”

“Where? I don’t want to be alone anymore. I don’t want to be confined.”

“You can’t take her,” I said.

“Relax, Conor. I have no wish to confine you, Kirin. You aren’t the first gorgon I have seen, and I can help you survive out there. Again, I won’t force you to come. Please believe that I can help you.”

She looked up tentatively. Even Death looked away from her. I didn’t. I could feel her magic as her eyes met mine, and in my weakened state I could tell that if I stared too long, I would turn. 

“Go with him,” I said, taking the leap of faith. It was turning out that maybe Death wasn’t such a bad guy after all. “It will be okay.” 

She nodded. “Okay.”

Death reached out without looking, putting his hand on her shoulder. 

They both vanished.

I stood there, my mind reeling, trying to make sense of it all. Amos and Frank remained silent as well, the entire episode still trying to find purchase.

“He forgot the incentive,” I said a minute later.

My words were a different kind of incantation. Someone knocked on the door as soon as I spoke them.

“I’ll get it,” Amos said, smiling. He knew who it was?

“I’ll get it,” I said, glaring him to a stop.

I put my missing hand behind my back and went over to the door, pulling it open.

Danelle was standing on the other side. 

Whole.

Healthy.

Alive.
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	In the year 2280, an alien fleet attacked the Earth.

	Their weapons were unstoppable, their defenses unbreakable.

	Our technology was inferior, our militaries overwhelmed.

	Only one starship escaped before civilization fell.




	Earth was lost.

	It was never forgotten.




	Fifty-two years have passed.

	A message from home has been received.

	The time to fight for what is ours has come.




	Welcome to the rebellion.
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A lost starship… 

A dire warning from futures past… 

A desperate search for salvation… 




Captain Mitchell “Ares” Williams is a Space Marine and the hero of the Battle for Liberty, whose Shot Heard ‘Round the Universe saved the planet from a nearly unstoppable war machine. He’s handsome, charismatic, and the perfect poster boy to help the military drive enlistment. Pulled from the war and thrown into the spotlight, he’s as efficient at charming the media and bedding beautiful celebrities as he was at shooting down enemy starfighters. 

After an assassination attempt leaves Mitchell critically wounded, he begins to suffer from strange hallucinations that carry a chilling and oddly familiar warning: 

They are coming. Find the Goliath or humankind will be destroyed. 

Convinced that the visions are a side-effect of his injuries, he tries to ignore them, only to learn that he may not be as crazy as he thinks. The enemy is real and closer than he imagined, and they’ll do whatever it takes to prevent him from rediscovering the centuries lost starship. 

Narrowly escaping capture, out of time and out of air, Mitchell lands at the mercy of the Riggers - a ragtag crew of former commandos who patrol the lawless outer reaches of the galaxy. Guided by a captain with a reputation for cold-blooded murder, they’re dangerous, immoral, and possibly insane. 

They may also be humanity’s last hope for survival in a war that has raged beyond eternity.
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My name is Landon Hamilton. Once upon a time I was a twenty-three year old security guard, trying to regain my life after spending a year in prison for stealing people’s credit card numbers. 

Now, I’m dead. 

Okay, I was supposed to be dead. I got killed after all; but a funny thing happened after I had turned the mortal coil… 

I met Dante Alighieri - yeah, that Dante. He told me I was special, a diuscrucis. That’s what they call a perfect balance of human, demon, and angel. Apparently, I’m the only one of my kind. 

I also learned that there was a war raging on Earth between Heaven and Hell, and that I was the only one who could save the human race from annihilation. He asked me to help, and I was naive enough to agree. 

Sounds crazy, I know, but he wished me luck and sent me back to the mortal world. Oh yeah, he also gave me instructions on how to use my Divine “magic” to bend the universe to my will. The problem is, a sexy vampire crushed them while I was crushing on her. 

Now I have to somehow find my own way to stay alive in a world of angels, vampires, werewolves, and an assortment of other enemies that all want to kill me before I can mess up their plans for humanity’s future. If that isn’t enough, I also have to find the queen of all demons and recover the Holy Grail. 

It’s not like it’s the end of the world if I fail. 

Wait. It is.




His Dark Empire (Tears of Blood, Book One)
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One thousand years ago, the world was broken and reborn beneath the boot of a nameless, ageless tyrant. He erased all history of the time before, enslaving the people and hunting those with the power to unseat him. 

The power of magic. 

Eryn is such a girl. Born with the Curse, she fights to control and conceal it to protect those she loves. But when the truth is revealed, and his soldiers come, she is forced away from her home and into the company of Silas, a deadly fugitive tormented by a fractured past. 

Silas knows only that he is a murderer who once hunted the Cursed, and that he and his brothers butchered armies and innocents alike to keep the deep, dark secrets of the time before from ever coming to light. 

Secrets which could save the world. 

Or destroy it completely.
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