
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      Race of Thieves

      Artifact Hunters #1

    

    
      
        S M Reine

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Red Iris Books]
          [image: Red Iris Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        SERIES IN THE DESCENTVERSE

        The Descent Series

        Seasons of the Moon

        The Cain Chronicles

        Preternatural Affairs

        Tarot Witches

        The Ascension Series

        War of the Alphas

        The Mage Craft Series

        Dana McIntyre Must Die

        A Fistful of Daggers

        Artifact Hunters

      

        

      
        Want to know the instant I have a new book out?

        Sign up for the Army of Evil!

      

      

      The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

      This book is sold DRM-free so that it can be enjoyed in any way the reader sees fit. Please keep all links and attributions intact when sharing. All rights reserved.

      Copyright © SM Reine 2018

      AH1-v1.0v

      1180 Selmi Drive, Suite 102

      Reno, NV 89512

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          About Race of Thieves

        

      

      
        
          
            Race of Thieves

          

          
            
              Chapter 1

            

            
              Chapter 2

            

            
              Chapter 3

            

            
              Chapter 4

            

            
              Chapter 5

            

            
              Chapter 6

            

            
              Chapter 7

            

            
              Chapter 8

            

            
              Chapter 9

            

            
              Chapter 10

            

            
              Chapter 11

            

            
              Chapter 12

            

            
              Chapter 13

            

            
              Chapter 14

            

            
              Chapter 15

            

            
              Chapter 16

            

            
              Chapter 17

            

            
              Chapter 18

            

            
              Afterword

            

          

        

      

      
        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      About Race of Thieves

      You’d never know that Shatter Cage is a were-squirrel by looking at him. Between fake fire charms and his impenetrable confidence, everyone believes he’s the phoenix he claims to be.

      The lie is a necessary part of his branding. He’s determined to become a Hero, blessed by the Oracles and venerated by legions of followers. For now, he’s just one more thief slinging magical artifacts on the black market, hoping for infamy to strike like lightning. But he’s never going to become canonized if Gutterman, demon and loan shark, gets his pound of flesh from Cage first.

      A job offer from the biggest Hero cult in America lights a path to fame—and enough money to repay Gutterman. Unfortunately, Cage’s ex-girlfriend, Brigid Byrne, wants the job as bad as he does. Whoever steals an artifact named Nábrók will be hired. And Brigid doesn’t mind kidnapping, poisoning, and back-stabbing Cage to win…

      The race of thieves is on. And Cage is bent on scoring Nábrók before all his bad decisions catch up with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        We hang the petty thieves and appoint the great ones to public office.

        Aesopica
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            Dear Readers…

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes I plan books years before committing words to page. And then sometimes, a book stalks me, corners me in an alleyway, and beats itself into my brain.

      Race of Thieves is the latter.

      Cage and Brigid blasted into my life out of nowhere. Given that these are the first thieves I’ve written into my Descentverse—an urban fantasy world that now contains over fifty books—I can’t imagine them appearing any other way.

      For those of you new to the Descentverse, welcome! This is a great place to jump in. Artifact Hunters takes place fifty years after my other books, so it stands alone completely.

      If you decide you’d like to spend more time in this world, you can find reading lists on my website.

      For those of you who have already visited the Descentverse, welcome back! You don’t need to read anything else before this series. There are no spoilers.

      I’ll stop talking so you can get to the shenanigans. If you want more blather, you can always find me on Twitter or Instagram. For a much lower shenanigans-to-news ratio, I also offer new release email alerts.

      Happy reading!

      ~ Sara (SM Reine)

      http://smreine.com/
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      The Helios Tether was open all night, so Phaethon Bay was too. Shops seldom closed. High-rises never darkened. Its rhythm merely shifted with the arrival of moonlight as the day-dwellers went inside and the population’s other half emerged.

      At midday, children shouting at playgrounds formed the backbeat for the commuter vehicles on the way to the Tether. Once the sun dipped behind the towering skyscrapers, usually early in the afternoon, the music of the night rose. The howls of shifters, the sweep of feathered wings as long as helicopter rotors, the metallic zing of magetech.

      Shatter Cage always thought that the city sounded alive at night. Almost like he was crouching upon the bony ridge of some impossibly huge animal’s brow rather than the roof of a skyscraper.

      Of course, if Cage had seriously thought that there was anything biological to the city itself, he wouldn’t have been wiring a bomb to blast the top off one of its skyscrapers.

      Magic pulsed quietly by his right ear, where Vision hovered. Although his dangling optic nerve didn’t move the air, Cage had gotten used to the infernal eye that followed him everywhere, and he was sensitive to its weight upon the universe. He could always feel his assistant’s living spy camera when it drew close.

      Anton Vex’s voice murmured from the Link at the base of Cage’s skull. “You mixed up the red and blue wires.”

      “No, I didn’t.” Cage flicked his thumb to make the charmed ring flare. In the moment of bright orange light washing over his bomb’s initiator, he saw that the red and blue wires were indeed crossed. “I just wanted to try an alternative wiring scheme this time. See if we can add a longer delay to the fire suppressant.”

      Vex turned enthusiastic. “That’s a great idea! I usually test everything in my lab before taking it into the field, but if you think that will work, I’m sure it’ll be fine!”

      Bless the warlock’s shriveled black heart. Even when he thought Cage was about to blow himself up, he had nothing but positivity to send through Vision.

      Cage would fix the bomb. Eventually. For now, he fiddled with the ignitor’s battery to waste time and spare his dignity, much like how his cat always gave her ass a thorough licking after falling off the bed.

      His fingers were numb from going this long without gloves. The air was too cold and wet to be outside, and it was only going to get worse. Another storm was rolling in off the ocean. Weather witches said they should expect fifteen centimeters of rain that week alone, beginning at midnight.

      “I’ll just do conventional wiring if you’re worried about it. If only to make you more comfortable, Vex.” Cage flipped the wires around again, connecting red and blue where they belonged. “How’s it look now?”

      Vision vaulted weightlessly over his shoulder to examine the bomb from every angle. Vex was the designer of their explosives, so he should have been deploying them too. But Phaethon Bay’s lively nights meant there were people outside, and Vex didn’t do people. The eye was as close as he could get.

      “It looks perfect! You did so great!” Vex cheered through the Link. His voice sounded loud to Cage, but since it was transmitted through the Link and encrypted by Vision, nobody else would be able to hear the warlock. Cage’s cheering squad of one never needed to stop talking, even when he was in delicate situations.

      Like the very delicate situation Cage was about to be in.

      He checked his watch before pulling warm gloves over his stiffening fingers. It was ten thirty-seven. Their plan would begin at ten forty-four at the latest.

      Cage wedged the bomb between two air conditioning units and stepped onto the edge of the roof. He dropped into a crouch so the wind wouldn’t buffet him as hard.

      He was so high up, in such a wealthy stratum, that the understory’s freeway looked like a bioluminescent bloodstream hundreds of meters below. Tracks and tunnels sang with the passage of steel bodies. Cage had grown up in the city, among the best magetech you’d find in human spaces, and its beauty still staggered him. “Any signs of rewiring in our target’s security system?”

      “Everything’s green for now.” Vision dropped onto his knee, warm and reassuring.

      Not that Cage needed the reassurance. He was a seasoned thief with hundreds of grabs under his belt, so he wasn’t worried about the job. Yet Cage always felt better with Vision resting against him. He couldn’t resist the urge to pet the little eyeball while wind yanked his jacket’s flaps, enclosing them in a cocoon that Phaethon Bay’s ethereal glow couldn’t penetrate.

      “Any sign of the silver BMW?” asked Cage.

      Vision’s iris seemed to blink vertically. The Tether reflected off his eye, casting a blazing white bar over his crimson pupil. “No, but I’m watching every traffic camera for a kilometer radius. We’ll know when he’s out.”

      Cage’s laugh was sucked away by the wind off the bay. “You won’t miss him. You never do.” Vex was meticulous. He’d kept Cage alive against the odds for years.

      Of all of the professional thieves in the North American Union, Cage was not the smartest. Not to say that he was stupid—just not the smartest. Ever since the Gaean Security Amendment passed, trafficking pre-Genesis artifacts had become more lucrative than any other industry. The field attracted the best minds and the toughest competition. Cage was a medium-sized fish in a pond that was somehow fitting whales.

      That meant he had to make up in other places. Mostly, he made up by having a constant connection with Vex—easily the best assistant any thief could ask for worldwide, not just in the NAU.

      Cage also made up for his inadequacies by being obsessive. As the seconds ticked nearer the launch of the next phase, his fingers wandered, performing one last check of his gear. He’d brought a lot of things he’d probably never need. But if he did need them, and didn’t have them in functional condition, he’d be dead.

      So he’d checked and repacked and checked again, every idle moment for the last several hours.

      Parachute? Check. Backup parachute? Check. Grappling hook? Check. Spare grappling hook? Check, and check three more times, because he had brought a hook for every occasion.

      Breaking into Araboth Condominiums was not an easy feat. Cage had spent all week looking for a way in and out other than the bay-facing windows, since they were thousands of meters above pavement. It was a scary entry point. Scary because failure meant falling. Scarier still because the fall wouldn’t kill him, and he’d fail the theft with no way to repay his debts.

      Then he would die.

      Unfortunately, Araboth Tower’s security couldn’t be evaded. Their lower floors were staffed by witches who could see through any glamour. Their computer system was impenetrable, meaning that Vex couldn’t fabricate credentials for Cage. Even hiding on a resident’s body as they passed security wouldn’t work against the scanners. Hitchhiking was a favorite way for demons to break into fancy places just like this one, after all. Araboth Condominiums was ready for it.

      Cage had spent all week researching and found no way inside.

      That left the windows.

      Vision alighted from Cage’s knee. “Bad news,” Vex said. “He’s on the move.”

      “Being on the move is part of the plan.” Cage clenched his fist and fire flared again over his knuckles. His hands warmed within the gloves.

      “Not Forfax. Gutterman’s guys.” Vex’s voice over the Link was not exactly panicking, but he had lost some of his chill. If Vex lost his chill, Cage was going to lose his chill, and that was indeed bad news.

      “Are they heading toward you? Did they find our apartment?”

      “I can’t tell,” Vex said. “We should still have four hours, so…”

      Cage relaxed. “He won’t try to kill us until we’re out of time. Gutterman always wants money more than blood.”

      Gutterman was a nightmare demon by biology and a loan shark by choice. His infernal ability to feast upon human fear made him perfect for the criminal underworld. He could intimidate anyone into doing anything, except for producing money out of thin air. Cage was so terrified of the guy that he’d have done it if he could.

      Cage had taken a teeny, tiny business loan from Gutterman six months back. A million northcoins.

      He’d been due to repay a week ago.

      It should have been easy to repay. Cage had immediately invested the loan into his Museum of Oddities and Hellspawn—a guaranteed income stream. It was near Third at Thirteen. It had a view of the Helios Tether. His exhibits were cool.

      Perfect tourist bait…in theory.

      In practice, the museum was dust bait. For some reason nobody was interested in Cage’s oddities, no matter how many thousands of fliers he left on car windows, how many northcoins he drained into his online ads, and how many fake five-star reviews he left on Yelp. The best he could figure was that someone had cursed him. Vex was still looking into that, but so far, no luck on the curse-breaking front.

      When Cage had asked for an extension on the loan, Gutterman had replied with goons wielding silver-laced knuckle bars. They’d given him two good blows to the face and seven more days to pull together more money than Cage had seen at any other time in his life.

      A miracle hadn’t materialized.

      So now he was here, preparing to jump across the emergent layer, and probably going to pancake on pavement with disappointingly non-fatal results.

      “This never would’ve happened if people just came to my museum,” Cage muttered under his breath.

      “What did you say?” Vex asked.

      “Nothing.” Cage fired a sticky charm at Forfax’s window, making an anchor for his grappling hook. The tracker was a dim green rune that Cage could barely see through the fog. It should have been brighter. The magic hadn’t adhered securely enough.

      “Prepare to deploy the cable,” Vex said. “A silver BMW is leaving the parking garage.”

      Crap. Cage didn’t have time to shoot another charm. His grappling hook would fall while he was still zipping through midair.

      He latched the hook to the charm. The rope stretched tight above the glowing freeway. Several hundred meters of cable connected to Cage by little more than an enchanted carabiner.

      “Yes, that’s Forfax’s car,” Vex said. “Go! Now!”

      The tracking charm was already flickering.

      But Forfax was going to his dinner appointment, and they had ten minutes until building security visited his condo on eleven o’clock rounds.

      Cage leaped into space.

      For a terrifying instant, Cage felt as though he were flying.

      Then the carabiner caught, magic pulsed, and he soared feet first toward Forfax’s window.

      By the time he could see the tracking charge in the foggy night, its flickering had intensified.

      It cut out a heartbeat before his feet slammed into the window.

      “Whoa!”

      The grappling hook tumbled into misty night, thrashed by wind all the way down.

      Cage’s fingertips scrabbled at the centimeter-wide ridge of the window frame. His entire weight hung on three fingernails for the two longest seconds of his life—until he brought up a diamond-tipped glass punch, slamming it into the window.

      The glass turned into glittering shards.

      He didn’t register the scrapes until he’d already somersaulted across the carpet and onto his feet. “Hellfire,” Cage swore, shaking glass off of his sleeves with a grimace. He’d been scratched a good dozen times on the shoulders and thighs. He burned with the healing fever as his body knitted itself back together.

      Cage wasn’t often grateful to be a shapeshifter, but he never loved it more than when he pulled stupid stunts and survived.

      He took inventory of the condominium while healing.

      Air hushed from the vents. Wet wind whistled over the broken window. Glass crunched under the soles of his boots. His shifter ears were sensitive enough to tell that there were voices on the floors above and below him, but it was normal conversation from other tenants, not incoming security.

      Vision bobbed through open air, breezing past the glass shards untouched. “Bad news, Cage. Silent alarms are going off. I swear to the gods that I cut those!”

      “I’m sure you did. Security probably just repaired them.” That was okay—it just meant they were tighter on time.

      Cage had memorized the floor plan and electrical layout of Forfax’s unit. He knew what to expect before he landed. But schematics had failed to convey the impressiveness of his decor.

      As an archangel, Forfax was basically required to have a weird hobby; his poison of choice was antique wardrobe pieces. Half of his living room was filled with display cases underlit by hazy amber lights, giving them the moody look of a rock band music video.

      “I like a man who really appreciates what he has, but...” Cage peered closely at a full set of SWAT gear from pre-Genesis New York. It was brutal yet quaint, utilitarian and mundane. It would have been a great entry into his Museum of Oddities and Hellspawn. “This is kind of weird, isn’t it? Just collecting fancy clothes?”

      “You like baseball,” Vex said.

      “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “Four minutes and thirty seconds left,” Vex replied.

      It took five minutes for the security team to completely lock down after an alarm. The building would be quarantined from the surrounding city first. Other condos would become magical Fort Knoxes to isolate the site of the alarm—in this case, Forfax’s condo.

      Then, at the five-minute mark—now four and a half minutes—the security team would descend to pepper Cage’s skull with silver bullets.

      Every angel who visited the geosynchronous station at the top of the Helios Tether, called CYCNUS, held joint ownership in Araboth Tower. That gave them hardcore diplomatic immunity. Almost sovereignty. Nobody would question his death if he suddenly went missing, so security wouldn’t warn him before shooting.

      In less than five minutes.

      “Plenty of time!” Cage said.

      He abandoned the SWAT gear and headed down a curved hallway. Its inner wall was made of glass, creating an exhibit out of the round room at its center. Within, a fountain bubbled around the roots of a marble tree. Magelights tipped each branch. The glass was too thick to allow sound to pass, but speakers piped the rush of water into the hall.

      The serene bubbling chased Cage down the sloped hallway, which opened into a postmodern clerestory with stairs spiraling to three bedrooms. He wanted one on the right. That was where the electrical schematics had showed the highest concentration of cables, suggesting the highest security.

      “You’ve now got three minutes, fifty-seven seconds until security arrives,” Vex said, “and Forfax’s silver BMW has flipped a U-turn three blocks down.”

      An angel would be able to reach Cage much faster than the security team, lockdown or not.

      There was no time for lock picking and skullduggery.

      Cage lashed out with a heel. Rubber sole met lock mechanism. The mahogany around the handle pulverized and the door bounced open.

      The bedroom had been converted to accommodate two aisles of armor stands within class cases. Some of the armor looked to belong to sidhe royalty. The black leather catsuit had belonged to the first Gray overlord in pre-Genesis history—first, last, and only. Forfax also owned a set of stone body armor that Cage didn’t recognize, though the placard attributed its design to half-angel Oracle Marion Wilder.

      The two end cases were the most secure. They had battery backups in case the power went out, ensuring the climate within would be maintained. Magetech wards shimmered over the glass. He had expected this type of display for the Tigris Coat, which Gutterman had described simply as “an old red jacket.”

      What Cage hadn’t expected was to find two old red jackets, both heavily locked down.

      One jacket was dyed, tattered linen. The other one looked like an English gentleman’s coat, but frillier and stupider.

      “Which one is the Tigris Coat?” Cage asked.

      Vision had caught a ride down the hallway on his lapel. The eyeball slipped off his shoulder to take a closer look. “I don’t know,” Vex said after a moment. They had prepped exhaustively for this heist but hadn’t been able to find details about the Tigris Coat. It was an obscure artifact among obscure artifacts.

      Neither of them could identify it.

      An audible alarm began blaring. The building had shifted from its initial quarantine mode to locking down the other residents’ condominiums. That left Cage two minutes before guards showed up.

      “Forfax is out of his car,” Vex said.

      That gave Cage thirty seconds at best. He fumbled a pair of enchanted earplugs out of his breast pocket. “I’m gonna blow the bomb.”

      “Give me twelve seconds so I can get outside and watch!” Vision whirred through the open door, racing toward the entry point.

      “Don’t run off!” He jammed the earplugs into place. “How am I supposed to know which coat to grab?”

      “You’re the Shatter Cage! You’ll figure it out!” Vex’s voice was softening as distance weakened the signal to the Link.

      A rustle of feathers. A breath of wind. Moments after Vision disappeared, Forfax appeared at the end of the clerestory, his wings stretched to their full glory. Each one extended three meters and had feathers as long as Cage’s hand. They were not white like angel wings in kids’ books, but the multihued earth tones of a bird of prey. It brought out the gold in his skin and emphasized the chilly blue of his irises.

      Chilly and hostile blue, for that matter. Forfax had spotted Cage within the shadows of the bedroom.

      “Shapeshift!” Vex urged. “You’ll be too fast to catch if you change, and there’s a vent right behind you!” Cage’s animal form was small enough that “shapeshift” was great advice for escaping most situations. But it was advice he never took. Not when he had a dozen guys aiming guns at him, and not when he’d been spotted by a furious angel.

      “Come out with your hands up!” Forfax drew a scimitar from within his jacket. It caught fire when he twisted his wrist, because of course it did. Archangels had to have the scariest, most fucked up toys to go along with their eccentric hobbies.

      Cage didn’t look back before slamming the diamond-tipped punch into glass. He put all his weight into it, and it still barely cracked. Shapeshifter strength should have pulverized any glass on the planet. Angels were probably getting glass from Jupiter or somewhere ridiculous. They had a stranglehold on lunar mining, so they could afford it.

      The hole in the glass was big enough for Cage to yank out the more elaborate of the red coats. It looked fancy enough to be worth Cage’s life.

      Surprise burst over Forfax’s features. “What are you doing?”

      “The dignified thing,” Cage said, and then he raced straight at the angel.

      Shifters could go from zero to sixty faster than sports cars. Fast enough to surprise an angel.

      Forfax was surprised all right. He leaped aside, plastering his back to the wall. That cleared a path for Cage to get to the living room. He arrived just in time to feel the concussion and hear the explosions and watch the building across the street go up in a fireball.

      The shockwave made the glass remaining on Forfax’s windows ripple like water. Cage’s eyes watered from the blazing light, and his eardrums throbbed, even with the charmed plugs.

      Every other shapeshifter for kilometers was going to be deaf like they had just seen a Black Death revival band playing at max volume.

      The duller ears of the angel were still sensitive to the explosion. Forfax roared and staggered behind Cage. His sword dropped. The fire went out when it lost contact with his skin.

      This would have been a great time to escape. He’d grabbed the coat, and Forfax thrashed on the ground. Finders keepers, losers bleeding eardrums.

      But how was Cage supposed to escape when the fireworks were this good? He’d decapitated the building like Marie Antoinette. The reflection on Vision’s glossy eyeball somehow made it look delighted.

      “Over here!” Cage reached out a hand.

      Vision whirred away from the window, and Vex’s cheers of delight grew louder as it approached. “That was so cool! Did you see, Cage? Did you see what a mess that made?”

      He nestled Vision in the neck of his shirt. “That was even better than the Centre Pompidou!”

      Like the time they’d blown up a wing of the Centre Pompidou, they’d ensured the area they were destroying was empty. It was an office building—no employees at night. And Vex would have disconnected the trigger if any lifeforms had appeared at the top of the building before detonation.

      That meant it was just pretty. Very, very pretty.

      And they could giggle over it like total psychopaths because nobody was actually hurt.

      Although at least one insurance company was gonna be pretty pissed off after this.

      Forfax struggled to his feet, swiping at the silvery blood that trickled down his jaw line. “You—you thief, you fool—” It was perversely satisfying to see a perfect angel’s face twisted into such pain.

      Gods, he hoped Forfax wasn’t the type to hold a grudge.

      “Sorry about this! Nothing personal!” Cage called.

      The eyeball tucked itself into Cage’s collar. Forfax lunged toward him, but Cage raced for the window. He didn’t need to run very fast. Forfax didn’t seem serious about getting him. Otherwise, he could have used his wings to close the distance in a heartbeat.

      Instead, the last thing Cage saw before leaping out the window was Forfax’s bemused face.

      Not angry, not vengeful.

      Bemused.

      Cage, the coat, and the eyeball plummeted out of the window.

      One of his bigger grappling hooks connected easily with a grotesque perched on a building down the street. Cage swung away safely, and Forfax never chased him, and Cage tried not to worry why.
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      “The jacket can’t be a fake,” Cage said. “I got it from Forfax, right where you said it’d be. That’s the Tigris Coat!”

      His insistence did nothing to alter Gutterman’s expression, which was the face most people made after stepping in dog shit. Gutterman probably made a different face when he stepped in shit, though. He was a nightmare demon. Shit, blood, and viscera was their whole thing.

      Cage was much worse than shit, as far as this demon was concerned.

      “You know what the Tigris Coat does?” Gutterman asked, his mouth wiggling within the depths of his folds. Cage thought he could see the glistening beads of eyeballs peering out of a higher fold, right above the daikon-shaped lump of Gutterman’s nose. “It protects the wearer from attack.”

      “I survived Forfax, so that sounds right to me,” Cage said.

      “Skelz, put the jacket on.” Gutterman tried to point at the coat puddled on the floor. His forearm barely budged, incapable of lifting the weight of his bicep’s draping skin. One of the cysts near his elbow dimples popped. Yellow cream dribbled from the crater.

      “Put the coat on?” asked the guy holding the pitchfork. He was shoveling literal garbage toward a trio of men struggling to lift one of Gutterman’s belly folds off the floor. Every time Cage came to the warehouse, they were trying to feed him like that. Just shoving endless trash into his skin.

      “You heard me. Put it on.” Gutterman’s voice was tiny, smothered by the weight of his form. It didn’t help that his head was somewhere up near the warehouse’s corrugated roof.

      “Okay, boss.” Skelz dropped the pitchfork, and the other guys dropped Gutterman’s mass with a groan.

      Rumor had it that Gutterman didn’t used to be this big. One of Cage’s favorite contacts—a budtender called Xenon—said that Gutterman was once the size of a human man. Moving to Phaethon Bay had literally blown him up. There was limitless fear for a nightmare to devour here.

      Gutterman’s warehouse was twenty-five stories below the embarkation point of the Helios Tether, and most people were terrified to head for CYCNUS. The platforms were only enclosed by magic, so you could feel wind all the way to the top of the atmosphere. It wasn’t uncommon to experience moments of microgravity beyond the stratosphere, too. Even the most powerful magecraft experienced turbulence in the radiation of space.

      For a nightmare, living so close to fear was like connecting a hose to a balloon, except Gutterman never popped.

      “Take five, all of you,” Gutterman said.

      His trash men hollered their thanks and ambled out of the warehouse, leaving the great doors open with no concern for privacy. They were on the city floor. Nobody with an ounce of sense or class came down to the ground level of Phaethon Bay. Even the best beaches were elevated these days.

      Gutterman’s lackeys were smart enough to stick close to the warehouse. They barely edged onto the sidewalk before their vapes began glowing red like starlight within in the fog. They breathed vapor into the rain that had begun pounding at midnight, right on time.

      Cage was jealous. Not that he wanted to vape—they looked like morons. He just wished he hadn’t been standing so close to one of the nightmare’s blackened feet. His toes smelled like Limburger and that was still only half the reason that Cage couldn’t breathe.

      Shapeshifters weren’t as susceptible to nightmare thrall as mundanes, but even an Alpha-level shapeshifter like Cage wasn’t immune. Fear had a way of creeping over him while he talked with Gutterman. By the time he escaped the warehouse—if he escaped—he’d be a shaking wreck of adrenaline. Being an Alpha only meant he could pretend to keep his cool.

      Gutterman had been impressed when they first met. Cage had survived a twenty-minute-long meeting with him, face to face. He’d proven himself every bit the Alpha. It had given him a reputation as a badass.

      Of course, the flame charms on his fingers helped with that too.

      Cage’s animal form wasn’t real dignified. The fewer people who knew what he turned into, the better. So he kept himself plastered in fire charms and told everybody that he was a phoenix shifter, like the sanctuary’s fabled Alpha phoenix. There was no reason not to believe him. Deirdre Tombs was seldom seen in her animal form—phoenixes were devastating to populated areas—so Cage didn’t have to shift to prove himself. He only needed to pinch his nose, stand close to the nightmare, and pretend that the fire shimmering over his fists wasn’t a glamour.

      So far, nobody had challenged his claims of being a phoenix. And Gutterman’s goons thought he was cool.

      “Want a drag, Cage?” one of the goons on the sidewalk called. That was Barnaby, a basandere too friendly for his own good.

      “Nope, thanks. I’m fine.” Cage didn’t feel good. His heart had been jackhammering ever since Gutterman accused him of scamming.

      Gods, he regretted financing his museum through this flesh mountain. If only because Cage had to smell that endless-fart stench every time he visited Gutterman.

      “I think this is as good as it gets, boss,” Skelz said. The coat couldn’t be pulled past his elbows. “It’s too small.”

      “It’s big enough.” An arm formed from one of Gutterman’s belly rolls, just right of the cheesy pit of his navel. He seized the abandoned pitchfork and plunged the tines into Skelz’s back, leaving four perfect bloody holes in Forfax’s jacket.

      Skelz gurgled on his own blood. His eyes rolled.

      He fell back, and the pitchfork propped him upright even once he’d gone limp in death.

      Cage’s mouth went dry. “So…you’re saying that’s not the invulnerable Tigris Coat.” A puddle of warm blood spread from underneath Skelz’s left knee, and Cage shuffled away from it. He’d just gotten new sneakers with money from his last heist. Nice sneakers. He wasn’t ready to lose them to blood splatters.

      “It’s not the Tigris Coat,” Gutterman said with such vehemence that greenish spit flecks smacked Cage’s chest. “You’re now late on repaying your loan—”

      “I’ve got thirty minutes, actually,” Cage said.

      “Where are you getting that many northcoins in thirty minutes?” Gutterman asked.

      “I can sell that jacket, whatever it is. It’s still good. Look.” He kicked over Skelz’s body, tugged the pitchfork free, and stripped off the coat. “It’s just kind of bloody. A scrub and a couple patches and…”

      “It’s not worth anything,” Gutterman said.

      Cage’s ears perked up. “You mean it’s priceless?”

      “I mean I wouldn’t wipe my ass crack with it.”

      A circus tent wouldn’t have had enough square footage to wipe Gutterman’s effervescent ass crack. “Give me a few more days.”

      “I already gave you a week over six months, and only because you guaranteed you could nail this heist,” Gutterman said. “But you got the wrong coat! You don’t got my money! You’re breaking the deal, and I gotta say, I don’t like deal breakers.” Gas rumbled through his body. It sounded like sulfur bubbles rising within a swamp.

      Cage stuffed the bloodied coat into his sack. “Come on, Gutterman. You don’t want to repossess my museum.” He swallowed around the lump in his throat. “I can do another heist for you. I can do another three!”

      “I don’t want more heists, and I don’t want your museum.”

      Cage relaxed, briefly.

      The demon said, “I wanna take repayment out of your skin.”

      And then Cage had a pitchfork in his stomach.

      He looked down at his new wound in surprise. It hurt a lot. “In retrospect, I really should have seen this coming. When all you’ve got is a fork, all your problems look like spaghetti and meatballs. Or something like that. Gods, that’s a lot of blood.”

      So much for keeping his new sneakers clean.

      Gutterman’s skin rippled and roiled and steamed as he turned incorporeal. The loan shark only used his body while conducting business. When he wanted to murder someone, he could convert to a convenient gas form to smother the life from them. “Don’t let him out of the warehouse!” Gutterman shouted to his trash men. He kept his head floating inside his evaporating form, jowls bubbling with fresh cysts.

      The other goons dropped their vapes and spread across the doorway, golden eyes shining. Only Barnaby was a basandere. The rest were shifters. People strong enough to survive pitchforks, unlike Skelz, and probably strong enough to kill Cage.

      He dragged the pitchfork out of his stomach, grimacing at the scrape of its prongs against the squishy folds of his gut. He could feel every last bit of metal rearranging his organs. It wasn’t silver. He’d heal.

      Pitchfork clattered against concrete.

      Cage drew in a breath. The briny air was thick with Gutterman’s stink.

      Oh no.

      The room grew dark—so dark that Cage couldn’t see the shifters encircling him. He couldn’t feel his own body. He was a point of consciousness hovering within a tar pit of nightmare energy.

      It was inside him. Against every inch of his flesh.

      “I hate nightmares,” Cage gasped, clutching at his throat.

      If you think this is bad, just wait and see what happens when I find the darkest places inside you. Gutterman’s gravelly voice came to Cage with the same bodiless clarity as when Vex spoke through the Link.

      “Did you forget I’m a phoenix?” Cage let flames erupt from Vex’s charms. The fire shoved the darkness back just enough to glimpse the goons. Did they have baseball bats? “If you try to eat me, I’ll light up and destroy you.”

      Even a phoenix’s flame needs oxygen to burn.

      “You’re nuts if you think you can smother this.” He flung his arms to either side, fingers spread, and unleashed every charm.

      Fire exploded over his flesh. The heat generated a wind all its own, making Cage’s curls dance.

      Light punched straight through Gutterman’s shadow and flooded every crevice of the warehouse.

      Of course, Gutterman was a very strong nightmare, so the amount of power required to repel him drained Cage’s charms within seconds. As quickly as it flared, it began fading.

      At least he set fire to Gutterman’s gelatinous head first.

      “Argh!” His voice was the drip of feces splattered against the inside of a chimpanzee’s cage. It was an anemone squished under the heel of a child running on the beach. It was the wind screaming over a desolate cemetery hill with a single unmarked grave at its peak, where Cage’s anonymous bones had come to rest.

      “No,” groaned Cage, clutching at his skull. The nightmare had gotten into him despite the fire. He couldn’t see anything but that grave now.

      Nobody will remember you. Nobody cares about you. You’re not a good thief. You’re not good at anything. When you die, nothing will be left behind, and history won’t know the name of Shatter Cage.

      He ran from the grave.

      Somehow, Cage made his real body move. His feet found traction on the concrete. His fists never released the bag with the jacket. But he couldn’t see the warehouse. Just his bones.

      Nobody will remember you, Shatter Cage.

      He needed to get away from Gutterman as quickly as possible.

      Vex would have told him to shapeshift and run.

      “Time to take your advice,” Cage said, even though Vision wasn’t around to transmit the words to Vex.

      Cage kicked off his pants. He was commando, as always, so there was no underwear to drop; his shirt came next, and then his sandals. Running away from a grease fire of a demon butt-naked was not dignified, but Cage would take survival over dignity any day.

      He had to get away from that grave before fear turned into reality.

      Just a few more steps cleared his eyes. He could see the warehouse again. Cage had run in the wrong direction—not toward the open door, but toward the back, where he’d be cornered.

      Unless he climbed.

      He threw the rucksack, aiming for a high window in the warehouse. It landed on one of the upper walkways.

      Cage shifted.

      Some shapeshifters could control the order in which they shifted, but Cage wasn’t among them. He got a big fluffy butt first. All that extra tissue right around his booty and hips. It made him run like he was wearing an inflatable sumo suit.

      Luckily that only lasted a few strides. By the time he leaped at the wall, he had the clawed hands and feet of a rodent. His mass dwindled as he scrambled vertically toward the walkway.

      The animal’s mind took him last.

      The squirrel’s mind.

      It was the squirrel who knew how to climb upside down along the walkway. It was the squirrel who knew how to effortlessly slither over the railings and reach the rucksack. It was also the squirrel who wanted nothing to do with that rucksack, since it had no interest in human accoutrement, so Cage internally commanded his squirrel to shut the fuck up.

      He grabbed the rucksack’s strap in his teeth and leaped out the window.

      The men were still shouting when he hit the ground outside, rucksack in tow. It didn’t sound like any of them had spotted him changing. It must’ve looked like he had turned into a tower of flame and then vanished completely.

      For now, nobody in Phaethon Bay knew that Cage was not a phoenix. But he still hadn’t repaid Gutterman. And there was no doubt in his mind that the nightmare would be back to collect soon.
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      “This jacket sucks,” Cage said, hurling it at the console and flopping into his recliner.

      Anton Vex lifted the jacket to inspect it. “It looks cool. Like Mr. Darcy meets Zorro the Gay Blade.”

      “Mr. Darcy from that Renee Zellweger movie?”

      “Mr. Darcy from that David Bamber movie, you barbarian.”

      “Well, maybe that’s exactly what the jacket is. Fuck if I know! But it’s not the Tigris Coat,” Cage said.

      Vex wiggled his fingers through the pitchfork holes. “Guess not.” He pulled his fingers back out, swirled a rune in the air, and stuck it to the back of the jacket. The cloth healed itself. “All better.” That slap of magic hadn’t even made Vex sweat. He was a great warlock, though he didn’t even look like a demon. At the moment, he wore a hooded sweater yanked over his entire body, including his knees, so he looked more like a pair of socks neatly rolled in a sock drawer.

      When he wasn’t feeling so anxious that he turned into a sweater monster, Vex was a normal looking guy. He had the build of a swimmer, hair cut to his chin, and pleasant eyes that had been permanently glamoured brown. He passed for human most of the time. A lot like how Cage passed for phoenix most of the time.

      “What if they saw me?” Cage asked. He couldn’t sit still. He leaped out of the recliner and paced the living room.

      “Nobody saw you. I’ve never seen anyone move as fast as you do when you run, especially after shifting.”

      “How can you sound so sure? Vision wasn’t there.” It had been recharging back at the apartment.

      “I know you,” Vex said simply. “They didn’t see you shapeshift into your animal, and they didn’t follow you back. You’re Shatter Cage.”

      Cage shook out his shoulders and blew out a breath. “I’m Shatter Cage.”

      It had taken all night to get home without being followed by Gutterman. Mostly because evading a nightmare was nearly impossible in the dark. Cage had hidden for hours under some pier where kids had been playing hacky sack. He hadn’t even been able to catch a few winks because they were so damn noisy.

      Now the sun was up, Cage had returned to the apartment he shared with Vex, and exactly none of their problems were fixed. He had no money. He didn’t have leverage. And he couldn’t reopen his Museum of Oddities and Hellspawn without getting murdered by Gutterman’s trash men. “You know that stupid jacket doesn’t even fit me?” Cage said.

      “Too small?”

      “Too big.” Cage had tried it on at the beach while the hacky sack kids laughed at him. The sleeves fell to his knees. The hem dragged on the ground. It hadn’t looked that huge when he was holding it. He was six foot one, taller than Skelz, and the goon hadn’t been able to get it over his arms.

      He’d risked his life and museum over a jacket he couldn’t even wear.

      Cage grabbed his tablet and swiped through the darknet. He had no idea how he was going to fence a jacket he couldn’t identify. It didn’t seem to have any meaningful powers. But it had to be worth something—had to be. It was still Cage’s only chance at paying off Gutterman.

      “Who’s in town that likes the tough cases?” Cage asked.

      “I’ve already reached out to a few of our favorite fences.” Vex peeled himself out of his chair. His bare feet were tipped by little black claws on each toe. “With your reputation, someone is gonna want to cut a deal with you. You’re the guy who scored the Horn of Læraðr.”

      Cage perked up at the reminder. “I did score the Horn of Læraðr.”

      “And then the thing with those ice boots,” Vex said. “Everyone told us that we wouldn’t get a single northcoin for them, but you got ten thousand!”

      “And the lucky buyer sold them onward for twice that.” Cage was getting misty-eyed. He had felt instinctively that those boots would turn out to be valuable, and he’d been right. They’d been of great sentimental value to the queen of the Autumn Court.

      “You’re getting known for your victories,” Vex said. “You’re defined by successes, not failures! And what is it your mom always told you about failure?”

      “That even an IUD combined with condoms can sometimes fail to prevent pregnancy, because even a tiny chance is still a chance?”

      “That too, but I meant the thing she said about how failure is just when you stop trying.”

      “And that’s why she still cooks that awful dry turkey every Thanksgiving,” Cage said. He couldn’t stop grinning now. “Because she’s not a failure until she stops trying to cook a turkey with flavor.”

      “Your mom’s a saint, and you’re Shatter Cage,” Vex said.

      Right now, that name didn’t mean much. It meant a guy who fled from nightmares dragging a big squirrel butt behind him. Yet one day, the name “Shatter Cage” was going to be synonymous with power. With good judgment. With an almost preternatural ability to find a good deal and steal it.

      Someday.

      Getting a brand off the ground was always the hardest part. With his museum shut down and everyone in Montréal knowing that he was a were-squirrel, his brand was off to a particularly rocky start, but there was a light at the end of the tunnel.

      He’d stolen the Horn of Læraðr, sold the Autumn Queen’s boots, and yanked some worthless jacket out of an archangel’s private collection.

      “You’re right.” Cage tossed the tablet aside and stood. “Someone’s going to want to work with me. If I just show my face around the market, we’ll have this fixed before lunch.”

      “That’s the spirit!” Vex yanked his oversized sweater off over his head. He was wearing a shirt for his favorite online game, Venus Fly. The T-shirt was so worn out that Cage could see Vex’s scaly armpits through the seams. He was self-conscious about the scales, so Cage was careful not to stare. Vex donned the coat. “You think this is my style?”

      “Probably, you handsome bastard.” Cage stepped down the hall and into his bedroom, raising his voice so Vex could hear him. “I pulled Forfax’s insurance records before the job. We should see if we can find details on the coat in there. Anything could help us sell it—a name, a function, whatever.”

      “I’ll take a look,” Vex called back.

      While his assistant worked, Cage took a shower in the bathroom behind the kitchen. He’d arrived home wearing clothes stolen from someone’s beach bag, so his skin reeked of Gutterman and a stranger who loved smoking weed. In other words, he smelled even worse than when he spent the moons tiny and furry.

      At the moment, there was nothing tiny or furry about Cage. The reflection he glimpsed while searching his bedroom for new clothes belonged to a lean, lanky human. Most shapeshifters liked to exercise to increase the appearance of their physiques, but it didn’t actually make him any stronger, and Cage had better things to do with his time than lift. He could throw a car, but didn’t look like it.

      He looked even less threatening than Vex, as a matter of fact. Cage had his dad’s soft, fluffy hair. He had his mom’s expressive Welsh features. His whole family, grandparents and back, had come from Wales. He still had a few cousins in Gwynedd too, though they never spoke.

      That was apparently the whole reason that Cage could shapeshift into a squirrel. His mom claimed that Welsh mythology held squirrels in high esteem.

      “You are clever, quick, and nobody will see you coming,” his mother had told him on more than one occasion, affectionately brushing the hair out of his eyes. She’d gone out of her way to enforce the wonder of being a squirrel, trying to save him embarrassment. Squirrels were associated with cool things like planning, forethought, preparedness, and “the cutest, bushiest tail I have ever seen.”

      Her words, not his.

      As a hare shifter, Caitrin Cage was an expert in bushy tails. Apparently hares were also important in Welsh mythology, but that importance had done very little for his mother, who owned a laundromat in the suburbs.

      Their cat greeted him with a yowl when he left the bathroom. She twined through his ankles, tail sticking straight up except for the little crook at the end. Banana Bread had been an ugly yellow-brown feral kitten when she’d appeared on their doorstep, and a year later, she was an ugly yellow-brown attention whore who barely weighed two kilos.

      “Hey, slut,” Cage greeted, holding his towel with one hand as he stroked her spine. She arched her ass into his hand. “You been out there taunting the boy cats again?” Banana Bread had a habit of disappearing for days at a time, and she usually returned long enough to squirt out a litter of kittens, yowl at Cage, and eat all their food.

      She nuzzled his hand. Her fur was gritty from being out in the polluted fog, so it rubbed off on his damp fingers.

      He wiped the fur onto his towel. “I’ll refill your bowl in a minute. Go bother Vex while I dress.”

      Cage changed into everything leather. Pants, jacket, boots. He always dressed up when meeting fences. Not that any of them found him intimidating, but he had to try at least not to look like a charming little boy-child asking for penny tarts.

      He emerged from his room and found Vex with Banana Bread curled between his legs. “How do I look?” Cage spread his arms so that his studded leather coat would gap to reveal his underarm holster, which was always cool. “I’m going for Terminator chic.”

      “Very young Arnold.” Vex was sitting cross-legged in his chair now, the red coat spilling around him. How was it possible that Vex could be skinnier than his roommate, but fit into a jacket that was too big for Cage? “Mrs. Wan is going to go crazy for it. You better protect your ass if you don’t want to get pinched.”

      “Getting my ass pinched by Mrs. Wan is the only thing I want more in life than my own cult,” Cage said. “You look great too. I wish I looked that badass in anything, much less a waistcoat for tea parties at Lady Catherine’s house.”

      Vex grinned so widely that he flashed the little fangs hanging over his molars. Those were commonly called “shredding teeth,” though Vex loathed the term. “You look twice as badass as I do, easily. Now get out there and show Phaethon Bay’s fences who’s boss. Bring sandwiches with you on the way back. I’ll have the jacket laundered in time to deliver it to the fence.”

      Cage knew what Vex was trying to do, and he loved the guy all the more for it. They were having a shitty week. Several shitty weeks. Okay, maybe a shitty last-five-years. Vex was offering an olive branch of reassurance—a moment of being allowed to think that maybe Gutterman wasn’t going to murder them after all.

      “Vex, my friend, I wish I was gay so we could get married and live happily ever,” Cage said.

      “We already share this beautiful bachelor pad. What else could marriage give us except extra paperwork?”

      There was nothing beautiful about their bachelor pad, except the fact it hadn’t gotten officially condemned yet. They were in the only Phaethon Bay building that might have been more secure than Forfax’s: an abandoned shopping mall that still smelled like Panda Express in some closets. The eleven stories of retail space were uninhabited. Sometimes kids threw huge raves down there, and occasional territory fights knocked down a few walls. But it was usually quiet.

      Cage and Vex occupied the movie theater on the uppermost floor.

      The twelfth story was perfect for anonymity through obscurity. They were close enough to midtown to avoid strict curfews, but also close enough to the city floor that rent was dirt cheap.

      They occupied different screens as their spacious bedrooms—Cage in screen one, the old IMAX theater, and Vex in screens two through six. The old snack bar was their kitchen. They had twelve toilet stalls, six urinals, and one employee shower in the break room. The lobby served as their shared living room.

      It was a cozy space, made extra-cozy by all the roof holes that let rain soak the carpet. Screen seven had gotten too soggy and collapsed. They’d lost half of Vex’s Venus Fly memorabilia in the Foot Locker underneath and were still trying to recover it. But they weren’t going to be able to make the theater less condemned until Cage paid off his debts, and he couldn’t pay off his debts if he was dead.

      “I’m leaving to hit my contacts,” Cage said, swinging his rucksack off the desk. Metal jingled inside. “Is Vision ready to go?”

      Vex opened his mouth and lifted his tongue. The eye rested where most humans had a frenulum, with a gloopy crimson lid that retracted into his jaw. The eyeball could peer over his teeth when it opened completely.

      Vision leaped into the air, optic nerve dangling. Banana Bread swatted lazily at it. Her extended cougar claws missed Vision by a good hundred centimeters.

      “Here’s a new Link, too.” Vex tossed a copper pin to Cage. “Go sell that coat!”

      “Consider it done.” Cage leaped out the window.

      He emerged behind the theater’s marquee. A walkway wrapped around to its fore, making it easy for employees to safely change the movie titles on display. Vex rearranged it once a week to reflect his current TV show-binging habits. At the moment, the title said “The Fugitive (old TV version)”.

      Cage stepped carefully around the tangle of exposed wires, which kept the old LED bulbs shining through the night. He climbed onto the railing at the end and scrambled up to the next city story, entering Midtown.

      This was his favorite part of the city. It had the most complete network of sidewalks without gaps or glass bridges, so it felt like any normal town. There were trees, bike paths, people walking dogs. The mist wasn’t yellow here. Some of the sidewalks were even warded against rainfall.

      Cage headed for Third at Thirteen—the market where most of the semi-legal business in Phaethon Bay was conducted. Every other shop in a five block radius was run by one kind of fence or another. The auctioneer above Cafe Seaview openly sold pre-Genesis artifacts and had never been raided by the OPA. Since the criminals didn’t interfere with traffic on the Helios Tether, the Ethereal Coalition didn’t bother them either.

      “Can you find Mrs. Wan?” Cage asked, letting Vision perch on his finger like a fleshy songbird. “She’s gonna be our best bet if we can find her.” She wasn’t just a fence, but someone who liked to get her fingers in every slice of the criminal underworld’s pie. She could have been at a raskovnik grow house, an unlicensed brewery, or even bribing brokers for insider trading information.

      “I can find her if you promise you’ll stay away from Grimes,” Vex said.

      Cage grinned. “Don’t trust me?”

      “I don’t trust Gutterman won’t have guys waiting for you.”

      Grimes was the street where Cage’s beloved museum was located. It was just past the fountains at Banks Square, in fact, which Cage could see from his current position. “I promise I’m not going to Grimes. Okay? Go find Mrs. Wan.”

      “Okay, I’ll be back in a minute,” Vex said. “Don’t run off.”

      “I’m just gonna grab breakfast,” Cage said.

      Vision couldn’t emote, but he still looked suspicious whirring away into Phaethon Bay’s misty morning—a splat of red against the warm tones of midtown.

      He had no reason to be suspicious. Cage was absolutely getting breakfast, and he absolutely wasn’t going to have an altercation with Gutterman.

      Vex’s brother would make sure of that.

      The Museum of Oddities and Hellspawn was next to the best Greek restaurant in midtown. The restaurant’s owner, Spiridon, adored Cage. Mostly because Cage had saved him from getting shaken down by some mundane thugs. It hadn’t been a big deal. An Alpha shapeshifter cracking a couple human skulls was nothing. But it had left an impression on Spiridon.

      Now Spiridon would bring Cage gyros at any hour of day or night, including breakfast right after dawn. Cage took a table in front of the restaurant, which was not on Grimes Street, but on the corner of Grimes and Fourth. Which meant he wasn’t lying to Vex, and he could enjoy his stiff cup of black tea guilt-free.

      Emil Vex arrived in a swirl of brimstone and rubber mesh, exposing the scales on his ribcage. He was only a couple years older than Anton Vex, yet their personalities were diametrically opposed. Vex did everything he could to hide his demon nature. Emil put it on display and dared the public to challenge him. Half the time Cage hung out with Emil, someone ended up getting in a fist fight. Cage’s entire arrest record was because of defending Emil from harassment.

      Cage had called Emil from the movie theater. He’d really been hoping that the demon would be late so he could take some time having gyros and tea. But Emil was too much like his brother, a reliable person who always did exactly what he promised. He’d said they would meet at nine. It was nine, and Emil was at Spiridon’s.

      “Keys?” Emil asked.

      Cage pushed the dongle for his museum’s doors across the table. “It means a lot to me that you’re doing this, man.”

      Black-clawed fingers closed around the dongle. “Anything for the guy who takes care of Tony.” That was what Vex’s brothers called him. They claimed it was too confusing to call him by his last name.

      “He does a lot more caring for me than the other way around,” Cage said.

      Emil laughed. He didn’t believe him.

      Vex’s family had never understood his agoraphobia. They tried to understand, but they couldn’t. They were wired too differently. To Emil, assuming the responsibility for Vex’s grocery shopping was burdensome. He couldn’t understand why Cage didn’t resent Vex, or how their relationship worked, or pretty much anything about Anton.

      As a result, Cage spent more time with Vex’s brothers than he did. Mostly because they were all baseball fans. They split the cost of two season tickets in the dugout and took turns going to games. Cage had gotten to see the last game with Otto Vex. He’d told Otto about his debt problems over Coors Lights during the eighth inning, and Otto had told the rest of the brothers, and now they were here.

      Emil had volunteered to run the museum while it was unsafe for Cage to visit. He’d manned the counter before, so he knew what he was doing. And his main infernal power was stone-skin, so Gutterman would be hard-pressed to kill Emil if he attacked the museum.

      “I brought you a shirt,” Cage said, putting it on the table between them. “You wear a medium, right?”

      “I like a tighter fit, but medium’s fine.” Emil flicked it out straight. The elaborate Museum of Oddities and Hellspawn logo sprawled over the chest—a pretty cool design, all things considered. Cage had spent a big chunk of his loan hiring a professional designer. Unfortunately, the museum had too little traffic for the great design to matter, so nobody ever saw it.

      “Do you have any questions about running the front desk?” Cage asked. “If you want I could come in, show you where I keep the wristbands, and—”

      “Cage, my friend, nobody is going to come to your museum while I’m watching it,” Emil said. “Nobody ever comes to your museum. I can handle it.”

      “All right.” Cage sat back so that Spiridon could set a plastic tray in front of him, cradling the tastiest gyros in Phaethon Bay. He pulled out a couple twenties to pay the bill. His cash was crisp, since circulation for legal tender was low these days. Most people just used cryptocurrencies.

      He should have gone back to Third at Thirteen now that he’d given everything to Emil, but Cage lingered, gazing at his museum’s face.

      It used to be a Presbyterian church—an artifact of the pre-Genesis era, like most things that Cage stole. The bell tower had been destroyed during Genesis and never repaired. A couple of statues remained up there, but everything else was rubble. A big round window with mandala-like stained glass overlooked the street. Half the panes were missing, but it was still pretty. Cage’s sign was a tasteful wood engraving mounted above the door.

      Inside, Cage kept his special collection. The things he’d stolen and liked too much to fence. He didn’t have a unifying theme like Forfax. He collected artifacts that looked cool or were related to preternaturals in baseball. The rest of it was filled out by Vex family antiques, since the Vexes originally came from Galeotto, one of the lesser duchies in the pre-Genesis Hells. The antiques were crazy rare. They alone deserved a whole wing at the damn Smithsonian.

      Someday people would discover that.

      Someday the curse that must have been keeping his museum obscure would lift.

      Someday Cage would get to reopen it himself.

      But not today.

      It was Emil Vex who unlocked the Museum of Oddities and Hellspawn, and Emil who turned the sign around so it said “Open.”

      Cage had to go fence some stupid red coat.

      He was still licking tzatziki off his fingers when Vex’s voice began whispering through the Link again. Vision was close. Cage didn’t have to search far to find the little eyeball; he was at Williams Park, over on the end of Third at Thirteen.

      Erica Wan was sitting on a bench. Vision was sitting on her shoulder.

      “The answer is no, and you won’t get another answer anywhere else,” Erica said the moment Cage approached. She was wearing a shirt cut so low that he was surprised her implants didn’t pop right out and break his nose. Her rose-streaked hair tumbled into her cleavage, pointing an arrow at her favored assets. She relied on those assets to get better deals. It worked on almost everyone.

      Erica hated how easily Cage kept his eyes off her boobs. He could tell. She’d probably changed into a tinier shirt to challenge his disinterest. But there were no breasts on the planet that would distract Cage from his driving need to sell the jacket, and her refusal made him feel like he was about to barf.

      “You haven’t even seen the jacket yet,” Cage said. “Why don’t we go back to my place? Take a look at the item, crack open a bottle of Everclear, talk about foreign auction houses…”

      “No.” Her vehemence stunned him. “You stole it from an angel, Cage. An archangel, no less! Without a buyer chosen in advance! You know these things have to be arranged carefully, or else it’s too dangerous.” Erica swept to her feet and brought a transparent red umbrella to her shoulder. It was raining beyond the boundaries of the park, and she clearly intended to leave as quickly as possible. “I won’t risk my business by provoking the Ethereal Delegation. Nobody will.”
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      Cage had grown up in Phaethon Bay before it was Phaethon Bay, back when they called it Tacoma. As an adult, he’d lived as far east as Montreal and as far south as La Paz, in the Badlands, but he’d always come back to Phaethon Bay sooner or later.

      It was home.

      Home had changed since his childhood. Only one neighborhood had been elevated back then, but the upward growth had spread in the last fifteen years. Most of his old favorite haunts were either demolished or under toxic fog at this point.

      Some buildings had been recovered from the city floor, transported by angels to a higher strata. The Ethereal Delegation had made an agreement with the city’s Oracles that ensured ten percent of the old city would be saved for historical purposes. That meant Cage got to revisit about ten percent of his childhood when he was in town.

      Not coincidentally, Silverclaw Shrine was part of that ten percent. It was the biggest of the Hero shrines in Phaethon Bay, after all. It might have even been the biggest on the West Coast, though the Oracles liked to argue that was actually McIntyre Shrine in the Badlands. It was definitely the biggest shrine in Cage’s heart.

      Silverclaw Shrine was at the far end of Third at Thirteen. It was a tall structure made of glossy white columns—not the bone-white of some ethereal architecture, but ordinary marble, which had been a gift from a grateful Vermont city saved by Silverclaw.

      A big statue of Silverclaw stood amid a field of eclectic offerings. There were some glossy baubles left behind by politicians, like magical charms and wads of cash. The thieves were likelier to leave behind northcoin wallet keychains, which Silverclaw’s priests would then apply to the cult’s accounts.

      And of course, there were candles, crystals, gemstones, fully cooked meals, luxury items, and even pictures drawn by small children. Cage had left more than a few drawings of his own while worshiping as a boy. None of them were around this particular shrine, obviously. They would’ve been collected on the day that he donated them and sent to Silverclaw Cult for archiving.

      Cage wasn’t alone in the church. A family with brown skin and golden eyes kneeled at Silverclaw’s feet, lighting a row of candles. The green candles meant that they were asking for money. Cage hoped that they got it.

      He hoped that he would get it too.

      He swiped one of the candles when the family wasn’t paying attention, and plopped himself down in front of the altar to pray.

      “Hey again.” Cage pushed the candle down on the golden pin in front of him to hold it up, then lit it with a fire charm. One more tiny flickering light to illuminate Silverclaw’s statue. “It’s me.”

      The statue depicted Silverclaw as a younger man, back in the days when he’d exploded into infamy. He was a strapping guy with a quiff swept over his cocked right brow, arms akimbo, chest puffed out. He’d been carved wearing a vest and boots with spurs. Even as stone, he looked bright-eyed.

      He didn’t react to Cage’s words, of course. He was just a statue. The actual spirit of the Hero was infused into the paper talisman hanging on his pedestal. That was how the Hero could confer the gods’ blessings.

      “I could really use your strongest blessings, my man. Erica Wan says that nobody’s going to buy that coat because of Forfax and…well…” He swallowed hard. His throat was scratchy. “I’m worried she might be right. But I’ve got to sell that coat. It’s the only asset of value I’ve got that might be worth even a tenth of my debt, and there isn’t enough time to find another job.”

      There was something optimistic about Silverclaw’s grin.

      The mother of the family behind Cage muttered to her husband. She’d noticed her candle was missing, but not where it had gone.

      He lowered his head over the candle. “Even if I’m not worthy of blessing, think about Vex. He won’t survive without me. And don’t even get me started on how much trouble Banana Bread can get into. I could just really use a blessing right about now.”

      The candle flame flickered. Someone had moved to stand beside Cage.

      He looked up, expecting to get chewed out by someone for stealing the candle.

      Instead, he saw a beautiful woman.

      Cage did a double take at the sight of her. She had the slender physique of an athlete and vibrant blue hair cut into a bob. She wore enormous black sunglasses. Her lips were sizzling purple. The fact that she was wearing a trench coat probably meant that she was new to the area, since anything above ten degrees in Phaethon Bay was shorts weather for locals.

      She was standing really close to him.

      “I’ll be done here in a minute, if you want next on the tuffet,” Cage said. He couldn’t make out the eyes beyond the opaque black sunglasses, but he could feel her looking at him.

      “What did you say?” Her voice was soft.

      He produced a deck of baseball cards wrapped in rubber bands. He carried them with him everywhere he went, just in case he wanted to say a few prayers while he was out and about. “I’m almost done here. Are you okay? You look lost.”

      “I’m not exactly lost. Just new to the area.” She nodded toward the statue. “I’ve never seen a shrine like this.”

      Cage perked up. If she had never seen a Hero shrine, then she must not have been from the NAU. North America was the only region that officially recognized Heroes, since the Oracles had a stranglehold on the highest echelons of government. With the support of government grants, they got all the best shrines.

      Which meant that Cage got to be the one to induct her into the greatness that was Silverclaw.

      “This is my old neighborhood’s shrine,” Cage said. “If you give me a moment to make an offering, I would love to tell you all about Silverclaw.”

      One of her thumbs was circling a button on her trench coat, over and over. “Are you an expert?”

      “No, but Silverclaw’s been a big deal for thirty years—everyone knows his story. How he stole the Infernal Blade before Orobas could use it to destroy the world.” Cage extracted a baseball card from among the soft-edged deck. His collection used to fill a shoebox, and now it was only a couple of inches thick. He wasn’t sure what he was going to offer to Silverclaw once he ran out. Maybe limbs. “He’s the only reason that people like you and me are even alive.”

      “If you think that he is responsible for your life… are you grateful?”

      That was a weird question. “Silverclaw’s a public servant, so he’s not doing it for thanks. I donate to him for the other benefits.” As with all Heroes, the gods promised Silverclaw’s followers specific gifts: Swift fingers, light feet, and a noble soul. Cage didn’t especially need the last one. It wasn’t any good for the bank account.

      Cage dipped the edge of his worn old baseball card into his stolen candle. It caught fire. He only let it smolder a little bit. Just enough to destroy its value. That meant that the cult couldn’t resell the card to fill its coffers; they would have to keep it with the memorabilia that people had donated. It would go into Silverclaw Cult’s vaults forever.

      “You know, they say that no other thief has been canonized since Silverclaw,” Cage began to say, turning back to the woman.

      She was gone.

      He turned around, eyes darting up over the worship space to see if she had just wandered off to some other side of the offerings.

      Nope. She was gone. And somehow, not a single one of Cage’s shifter senses had picked up on her exit.

      The family he’d stolen from was gone too. He was alone in the towering shrine, aside from his smoldering candle and ashy baseball card.

      Being alone was dangerous. There would be no witnesses if Gutterman attacked.

      Cage muttered a few choice words under his breath as he tapped the Link on the back of his neck. “Vex? Any hits from your other fences?”

      Vision squirmed out of Cage’s coat, peeking around his lapel. Vex tried to hide Vision when he wasn’t on a job so that people wouldn’t be creeped out by a demon eyeball following him around. “Sorry. Nothing yet. I bet they’re just busy. I’ll keep trying.”

      Or else Erica Wan was right, and Cage was completely screwed.

      He stood in the shrine’s gateway overlooking the marketplace. Rising sunlight reflected gem-bright against shop windows. The ocean waited a kilometer beyond, where the city sloped into carefully tended beaches. Cage wasn’t the beach kind. His skin was too fair, and if he thought about summer for longer than five seconds at a time, he was likely to catch a sunburn. It looked nice from the shrine, though—nice enough that he almost didn’t realize someone was watching him from behind a righthand pillar.

      His current tail had her raincoat’s hood pulled over her face, and Cage instantly thought “assassin.” She looked way too clean to be one of Gutterman’s, but maybe he had decided to hire outside his usual circle.

      Cage wasn’t going to wait and find out.

      He vaulted over the stair’s railing, a cupped hand over Vision to make sure that he didn’t slip out, and landed hard in the market.

      He burst into a run.

      Squirrels may not have been dignified, but they were speedy.

      He reached Third at Thirteen within moments, and he was scrambling up the side of Mrs. Lee’s shop in a moment more. The shopkeeper spotted him outside her windows and shouted complaints, so he took an instant to wave apologetically before leaping onto the roof.

      That instant of graciousness probably cost him his escape.

      When he leaped on top of Mrs. Lee’s shop, the woman in the raincoat was already there. He skidded to a stop in front of her, nearly stumbling to his knees. “Is this you?” she asked, projecting a picture into the air using her wristlet. It was a photograph of Cage.

      “Are you my number one fan?” Cage asked.

      A sound of protest came over the Link. “Excuse me. I’m your number one fan.”

      Without missing a beat, Cage amended his statement to, “Number two fan?”

      She asked again. “Is this you?”

      “Yes, obviously. That sort of rugged, masculine energy doesn’t get born unto this Earth every day. Do you want an autograph?”

      “I’m taking you into custody.” The woman in the parka disengaged the image of Cage.

      But not before Cage realized where she’d gotten the picture. He had been wearing a knitted cap and harness, sort of like he wore while skimming across the city on a grappling hook.

      She had gotten the image from the security footage of last night’s robbery.

      She wasn’t from Gutterman, but Forfax.

      “Ah, poetic irony,” Cage said. “I definitely should have seen this coming.” He tried to run the other way, but she was ready for it this time. Electric heat clenched around his body like a fist. He yelped and kicked, but his feet had been lifted from the roof. “I didn’t do it! I’m innocent! Help! Rape!”

      “I’m not going to hurt you.” She stepped around to study his face, her uplifted fist foaming with magic. She looked more annoyed than murderous.

      “I’m innocent,” Cage said again. “It’s a frame up. I was performing a service to the community, just like Silverclaw. That picture is just someone who looks like me. It’s a doppelgänger. It’s—”

      “You’re the one who broke into a building protected by my security team last night.” She released the magic, and Cage collapsed at her feet. “My name’s Kleio. I’m a recruiter for Silverclaw Cult. We want to offer you a job interview.”
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      The very first week Cage had moved into his movie theater, he’d discovered that he could see Vinglahof’s sinuous edge if he stood atop the marquee. Vinglahof was the headquarters of Silverclaw Cult, and it was a taller, psychedelic version of the old Taipei 101, so it had transfixed him on many a boring summer night. Its walls were so perfectly reflective that it looked like a stripe of ocean penetrating the sky.

      Cage had done the lobby tour a few times, since that was where they kept Silverclaw’s museum, and he’d always been a sucker for museums. This one included enchanted wax figurines perpetually acting out the battle for the Infernal Blade. The walls were plastered with promotional material for sports teams owned by Silverclaw. He’d bought a team in every sport, just about. Football, baseball, hockey. You name it, and the Razors were dominating it.

      Until Kleio Vincero swiped her badge to take him up the employee elevator, Cage had never been on a floor above the lobby.

      “So I’m not in trouble?” Cage asked again, just to be certain.

      “We’re offering you a job that’ll keep you working some good sixty hours a week,” said Kleio Vincero. “That sounds like the worst kind of trouble to me.” Before he could puzzle out what the flying squirrel she meant by that, Kleio punched the first button, which was labeled “The Lab.”

      “I’m getting hired for lab testing?”

      “No, I’m just supposed to give you a tour of the whole…thing.” Kleio flapped her hands at the buttons. “Lab’s lowest, so we’ll start there.” The lobby fell away as the glass elevator hurtled upward. It accelerated so smoothly that Cage barely felt the momentum. “How much do you know about how Hero cults work?”

      “I got an A+ in the second semester of junior year civics because I can cite the regulations.”

      Instead of being appropriately impressed, Kleio shot a disdainful side-eye at him. “Oh yeah?”

      “Hero cults have a lot of regulations, and a lot of privileges. Once you’ve been canonized by an Oracle, you as an individual turn into a super-corporation that can do anything! Anything! And it’s tax exempt because it’s religious!”

      “Yeah, they’re big ol’ tax shelters, all right. Super ethical.”

      “Ethics is a dirty word,” Cage said.

      “For dirtbags, it is,” Kleio said.

      He was beginning to suspect that his job interview wasn’t going well. “After the Hero dies, the cult benefits pass to his descendants. They’re set for life. A Hero’s kids will never have to work, never go hungry...”

      “Unless you’re one of Silverclaw’s descendants. He actually expects people to earn their inheritance. It’s so cruel.”

      Cage took another look at Kleio.

      She had the leggy look of a teenager, though her face was caked in so many glamours Cage couldn’t put an age on her. Her flesh had the diamond gleam of the sidhe, while she had the eyes of a well-fed vampire. Her hair fell in two long ponytails at either side, long enough that they dragged on the floor. She also grew feathers from her scalp.

      This was a girl who’d spent her entire adolescence under the mage’s wand getting cosmetic alterations. One of the many benefits of being a trust fund baby.

      She must have been a descendant of Silverclaw.

      The elevator stopped. Kleio elbowed Cage aside so that she could exit first, though he couldn’t imagine why she was in a hurry. There was only a long white hallway beyond. “This isn’t an easy place to get or maintain a job, Shat. Can I call you Shat?”

      “God, no. No. Why would you ever do that?”

      “You don’t like people calling you Shatter, do you?” she asked, eyebrow lifted.

      “I go by my family name. Cage. Just Cage.”

      “I’d go by Cage if my parents named me Shatter too,” Kleio said.

      “It’s an action hero name,” he said. “It’s a Hero name, as a matter of fact. Or it will be someday. People are going to venerate us together. Silverclaw and Shatter Cage. Heroes of the race of thieves.”

      “Ha, ha, yeah, I bet they will.” She didn’t crack the slightest smile. They’d reached the end of the glistening white hallway. She swiped her badge again. “Here’s The Lab. They test stuff for Silverclaw.”

      “Like cloaking devices?” Cage was still dying for someone to get magetech working to make him invisible. His job would become a thousand times easier.

      “Like lipstick, perfume, Silverclaw Sprinkles, and everything else we make.” Kleio had taken Cage to a room overlooking The Lab. From there, he could see people in cool white suits messing with dangerous chemicals. “Yeah, so that’s The Lab or whatever.” Kleio turned back to the elevator.

      She pushed the button for the barracks.

      “This is such a great tour,” Cage said. “I’ve never had a tour more thorough or enthusiastic in my life.”

      “If you want enthusiasm, hire a fucking puppy dog,” Kleio said.

      “What did you mean earlier about earning your inheritance from your dad?”

      She didn’t look at him. “I never said he’s my dad.”

      “You’re obviously in line to inherit, and salty about the fact your wealth is conditional,” Cage said. “I assumed you’re his daughter. Favorite niece? Really young sister? You’ve gotta be someone close enough to get everything when he dies.”

      “I don’t think he’s ever gonna die. He’s too stubborn to die.”

      “I sure hope so,” he said feverishly.

      “Uh huh.” She picked at her teeth with her extra-long pinky fingernail. “In order to be eligible for the inheritance, I have to stay employed by Silverclaw Cult. And Uncle Claw says it’s no longer good enough for me to just take naps in my ninety-seventh-story office—I have to show initiative. So by recruiting you, I’m showing initiative.”

      “You work for Silverclaw Cult, and you just…nap?”

      “Living the dream,” Kleio said. The elevator doors opened again. The barracks were a series of training rooms, quarters, and meeting spaces that Kleio passed with barely a glance. “Everyone you see here actually works for our security branch. Most of our business comes from the security, not from the sports teams or tributes. We protect some of the highest profile personalities in every plane. That’s how you caught our eye. Last night you stole from Forfax and got out alive.”

      “But I’m not in trouble, somehow,” he said.

      “You’re good. If I recruit you, I’m gonna look good too.”

      There was a different elevator at the end of the hall. This one had a button that hadn’t been on the first: “The Reliquary.”

      Cage sucked in a gasp as enthusiastic as any child seeing their Christmas tree first thing in the morning. “He has a reliquary?” Reliquaries were like religious museums. Cage had a museum. Silverclaw had several museums. They were already pretty much best friends for life.

      “That’s the department where all the white hats work. That is to say, our thieves. It’s called The Reliquary because we keep artifacts in there.”

      Cage was fighting so hard to contain his squeal that he felt like he might pass out. “I had no idea that Silverclaw hired thieves!”

      “White hats,” Kleio repeated. “Government contractors who secure dangerous artifacts. Silverclaw is the best at it.”

      “Of course he is,” Cage said breathlessly.

      The glass elevator ascended into the uppermost spires of Vinglahof. The dimming lights faded to gold. The walls turned opaque. Wards itched over Cage’s skin as they traveled faster.

      And then daylight broke through. The elevator stopped. They had reached an entryway made of glass, letting him have an open view of the sky and the Helios Tether that pierced it. “Wow,” he breathed. He’d never been this high in Phaethon Bay. No other building broke through the clouds and chased the Tether halfway to the stratosphere.

      Cage pressed his hands to the window, feeling the cold creep of wards over his fingers. The sky was a darker blue up here. There was no mist. There was no pollution. He had perfect visibility to make out the Tether—a cable as thick as a house, laced with magecraft. It connected to an angel city on the edge of space, locked in geostationary orbit.

      When Cage put his face close to the window he could look up far enough to see the disk of CYCNUS’s underbelly.

      The Tether was the only access to the angels’ station. It was the whole reason Tacoma had turned into Phaethon Bay, the last big metropolis on the West Coast that hadn’t been devoured by the Badlands. It was the umbilical cord feeding money into Phaethon Bay’s economy.

      Kleio yawned, muffling it in her sleeve. “Come on. You can ogle later on your own time.”

      To enter The Reliquary, she needed to supply her key card, an eye scan, a fingerprint scan, and a blood sample. The latter was taken by inserting her forefinger into a questionable looking hole in the wall. Cage wouldn’t have known what happened if Kleio hadn’t shaken her hand off as it came out, flicking a drop of blood onto the floor.

      His squirrel senses panicked at the scent of blood. It was a thrill of adrenaline that got his heart rate going a thousand kilometers an hour. That was probably the only reason he noticed several cameras hidden in the ceiling bars—he was twitching so fast that he caught a glint against lens. They were being watched as Kleio checked in.

      Silverclaw was brilliant. He’d stolen from the best security teams, becoming the best thief in the world. And now he’d one-upped everyone else on theft prevention too.

      The doors irised open. A walkway appeared beyond.

      Cage stepped into Silverclaw’s Reliquary.

      The echoing chamber was lit by desk lamps scattered around the stacks. It was staffed by a handful of people dressed casually, rather than in uniforms as he’d seen elsewhere.

      He had to bite down on his fist when he saw that Silverclaw had a sword on display right in the middle of the room. “Tell me that’s not the Infernal Blade.”

      Kleio looked at him like he was crazy. “It’s Mastiphal, obviously.”

      That must have been a different magical sword. Cage had never heard of it. Mastiphal’s hilt was trapped within the basket of a gemstone cage. The light seemed to slide off of its blade, like oil oozing across the surface of water. Its line was sinuous yet strong—a scimitar on steroids.

      Cage managed not to drool on his way to the offices at the back of the museum. “Are you seeing this?” he muttered under his breath.

      Vex would’ve heard his voice clearly over the Link. “It almost makes me regret turning down that interview. Their research and development team tried to recruit me last year.”

      Cage hadn’t heard anything about it, but he wasn’t surprised. Vex got a lot of job offers, since he had powers that could make a person’s soul dance or their heart shatter.

      And he didn’t want a damn thing to do with those powers. He never entertained job offers—not once since he’d joined Cage.

      Kleio took Cage to an office in the back corner of The Reliquary. “If you get hired, this will be your office.” The room smelled like ozone after all the spells that had been cast there. The desk was a big wooden slab with ornate legs. The endless shelves looked to be begging for books, weapons, and all the fiddly little things that Cage could steal to protect the nation.

      “We also have special benefits for employees by species,” Kleio went on. “For vampires, we offer blood pods. For witches, endless ritual supplies. Since you’re a shifter, you’d get rights to monthly hunts on the Silverclaw reserve outside town. Big game. No legal restrictions. Just you and your prey. What do phoenixes hunt?”

      Cage had to clench his teeth in order to keep from saying, The biggest acorns I can find. Most shifters were overwhelmed by predatory instincts when they shapeshifted, but Cage was one of the few prey shifters around. The idea of trying to hunt big game as a squirrel was so funny that he kind of wanted to try it.

      Could he take down a woolly mammoth as a squirrel?

      “Phoenixes eat woolly mammoths,” Cage said.

      Kleio’s brow dropped low over her eyes. “I don’t even know how far you have to get promoted to earn one of our woolly mammoths.”

      “Wait, you really have mammoths?”

      “Not for the first ninety days of employment,” Kleio said.

      “So, what do I do to get this job?” Cage asked. “What do I need to sign? Which lung do you prefer? Or maybe a kidney?”

      “You have to prove yourself. Uncle Claw is all about the meritocracy.” She flung herself into the office chair behind the desk. “There’s an artifact in Shadowhold. It has been seen with Arawn, heir to the Pit of Souls. In order to win a job with Silverclaw Cult, you’ll need to get the Death Underpants and bring them back here before anyone else.”

      “Death...Underpants?”

      “They’re Norse or whatever. I can’t pronounce their actual name. It translates to Death Underpants. Grow the fuck up and steal them.” She offered him a bead. He accepted the transfer, and he instantly had a file rich with details about the Death Underpants and their owner, Arawn.

      Normally, it would’ve taken Cage weeks to collect as much intelligence. He felt giddy with the abundance of information.

      But this still wouldn’t be an easy grab.

      Shadowhold was in Barcelona. Cage couldn’t afford to hire a planeswalker, and his annual pass for the hyperloop couldn’t get him overseas. “Look,” Cage said carefully, “I want to do this, but the terms gotta be right for me. If you don’t—”

      “We’ve transferred five thousand northcoins to your wallet,” Kleio said. “It’s a down payment for any expenses you’ll incur on the grab. We’ll extend a contract once you bring the Underpants back.” She picked at her teeth again, and this time managed to pull a bit of leafy green out from between her teeth. She flicked it to the carpet. “Verify the transfer.”

      Cage did. He literally drooled at the sight of five thousand northcoins in his wallet. “Contract?”

      She gave him another bead, and Cage downloaded it onto his phone. Vision crept out from inside Cage’s jacket. He blinked vertically to capture the entire contract and transmit it back to Vex.

      “Ooh,” Kleio said, spotting the eyeball. Her feet slid off the desk and she sat up, finally showing a spark of interest. “What is that?”

      “It’s like a pet rock,” Cage said.

      “The contract looks good,” Vex murmured over the Link, “but you’re still not getting paid until your first check.”

      Smoothly, as though he hadn’t just been listening to his expert, Cage lifted his eyes to Kleio. “I need more than five thousand northcoins in advance.”

      “And I need like thirty-six hours of sleep to get my energy back after Coachella, but I’m still in this office recruiting you,” Kleio said. “Five thousand is firm.”

      “Then you’re trying to hire a dead body. I have to pay off my debts if I’m going to work for anyone.”

      Kleio looked so put out. She tapped her ear and the little metal piece tucked within its conch lit up. “He wants more money.” She waited for a moment, listening to someone on her own brand of Link. It only took a minute for her to turn back to Cage. “We can give you another bonus when you finish our test mission.”

      Now that was more like it. “I want…” Cage began to say.

      “Fifty thousand firm,” Kleio said.

      Cage froze. That was exactly how much money he needed. He had been planning to shoot a little bit lower, thinking that he could steal a few other things to close the gap. But fifty thousand northcoins in the clear…

      “Just tell me where to sign,” Cage said.

      They left the office a few minutes later, Cage sucking on his aching forefinger. It took a silver needle to draw blood for giving his first sample. Because he was an Alpha-level shifter, he would heal the prick really fast, but it still smarted.

      He’d have spilled a lot more blood than that if it meant getting to work in The Reliquary. All those boxes on the shelves were filled with things that Silverclaw had stolen. Cage couldn’t have been happier walking through the Baseball Hall of Fame to shake hands with the zombie version of every single player from centuries past.

      “Then I guess I’m gonna get started working on the job,” Cage said, clenching his teeth extra hard so that he wouldn’t smile like a giant dingus. He had to play it cool. This was his brand now—being cool.

      “You better hurry if you wanna get a head start on the competition,” Kleio said.

      It hadn’t even occurred to him that they might be hiring others. “Who else are you guys trying to recruit?”

      The office door down the wall opened. A man stepped out beside a woman wearing a trench coat, even though the day was warm enough that most locals would wear shorts.

      She was no longer wearing the sunglasses and the electric blue wig from Silverclaw’s shrine. And as soon as she took off those huge sunglasses, Cage could see her face. Really see it for the first time.

      Bright eyes that glowed like the cosmos. Red blond hair tumbling in aromatic waves around her shoulders. A secretive expression and a pointed chin that he used to bite when they were making love in the forest outside Northgate.

      She wasn’t a stranger after all. It was his ex-girlfriend, Brigid Byrne.

      “Oh shit,” Cage said.

      Her eyes fell on him, and the gentle swirl of galaxy turned to a flash of rage. “Shatter,” she snarled.

      He didn’t even try to get away when she brought the hilt of the sword down on his head. He blacked out and the world was dark.
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      Cage returned to consciousness with Vex muttering over the Link and an ache in his neck. He’d been asleep a long time. One good whack from a sword couldn’t have done that. Brigid must have drugged Cage to keep him unconscious long enough to relocate his body.

      He was in a motel room in the guts of Phaethon Bay, probably only a few blocks from Gutterman’s warehouse. Nighttime was inky beyond the window. It felt like there were a thousand eyes staring at Cage through the glass.

      The bed underneath him felt like it was made out of concrete, but he couldn’t shift to get comfortable. He’d been hog-tied, and the drugs kept him weak. “Vex?” Cage croaked. There was no point trying to be quiet. Brigid would have noticed Vision following her.

      “Oh, thank the gods you’re all right!” Vision rose from the side of the bed, swooping over the pillow. “What did she do to you? Do you have your wallet? Your kidneys?”

      “Hello, Anton.”

      Brigid Byrne stood in the doorway with her arms folded. She talked like her mouth was full of cotton balls. Just a little bit muffled, a little hard to understand. She had suffered hearing loss and a jaw injury as a teenager, resulting in permanent damage. He was surprised she’d been able to hide her normal voice when they’d briefly spoken in the shrine.

      Vex couldn’t respond directly to Brigid, so he said, “Tell her I said hello, it’s nice to see her looking so well, and also that she’s a giant raging bitch who needs to let you go before I slash her tires.”

      Cage laughed. “I’m not telling her any such thing.”

      Brigid jerked the curtains shut, blotting out the black night of Phaethon Bay’s city floor. “I want privacy.” Her fingers closed around Vision.

      “Hey! Let him go!” Cage thrashed, but only managed to flop over the side of the bed and smash against the floor. There were so many stains on the carpet. It smelled like toes.

      Brigid cradled Vision in the crook of her elbow, stroking a finger over the fake eyelashes affixed to the upper lid.

      “If you hurt Vision…” Cage tried to look intimidating from the floor, flopping around like a baby that couldn’t crawl. “What did you do to me?” The ropes weren’t even tight. He could get his arms out by wiggling, but he still couldn’t muster the strength to stand.

      “I poisoned you,” she said.

      No surprises there. Brigid was good at three things: planeswalking, poisons, and ruining Cage’s life.

      The planeswalking was why her eyes always looked like stars at the heart of galaxies. Anywhere the ley lines went, Brigid could too, whether the planes beyond be occupied by angels or demons or a gaean species.

      That rare gift had helped her get plucked from a working-class family and sent to the Academy in Northgate. There, she had attended school with some of the richest families in the world, including the daughters of the Oracles and the last werewolf Alpha’s family. She could have used that special education to do anything. Just transporting people around the dimensions was a million-dollar job.

      Instead, Brigid had gotten into thievery.

      “I would never hurt Vision. I know that Anton feels what his disembodied appendages feel, and I’ve got nothing against him.” Brigid dropped Vision into a velvet sack and cinched it shut. Vex’s muffled voice complained through the Link. “Ameria is thirsting for Anton anyway. She wouldn’t forgive me for hurting her guy.” Ameria was Brigid’s version of Vex. Most thieves had technical support that stayed back on cases to offer additional intel.

      “Vex isn’t Ameria’s guy,” Cage said. “He’s already got a girlfriend. He’s been dating her for months through Venus Fly.”

      Brigid looked disappointed. “Ameria is going to be so sad to hear that.” She kneeled beside Cage and began rewrapping the ropes.

      “No! Stop that!”

      Brigid tied him quickly, with practiced hands. Her hair swung over her shoulder and bathed him in the scent of violets. “Pretend that you are me. Pretend that you thought to attack me first, and I was at your mercy. Would you let me go so that I could win Silverclaw’s job instead of you?”

      He spluttered. “Well—no—but that’s because I want the Silverclaw job more than anybody in the world. You know how I feel about him.”

      “Even your fannish obsession doesn’t outweigh my drive to get paid. His cult is the biggest in the world, and I’m going to get my cut.”

      “Do you really want that job if you don’t win it fair and square?” Cage tried to sound reasonable with his cheek smashed into the floor. “Wouldn’t you feel guilty, in retrospect?”

      “I could kill you and I wouldn’t feel bad about it.”

      Okay, Cage needed to try a different tactic. The ropes were only getting tighter. He was already losing circulation in his left pinky finger. The squirrel in his brain was going totally wild, scrabbling against the insides of his skull. “Tying me up—this isn’t like you.”

      “It’s exactly like me,” Brigid said.

      “I mean, it’s not smart. You know I’m a phoenix.” He let his voice get hard. “I can burn through anything that tries to hold me, including these ropes. I can even burn you to death if I must.”

      “The ropes are fireproof. And you would never deliberately hurt me, Shatter. On our third date, I mentioned that my lease was expiring and you asked if I wanted to move in with you.‬”‬

      “That was before I knew that your veins flow with evil juice, not from concentrate. Why are you even here?”

      “I selected this motel because it’s known for less than legal activity. You can make all the noise you want, and nobody is going to respond.”

      “First of all, you terrify me,” Cage said. “Second of all, what I actually meant was, why are you on the West Coast?” Brigid was a New Yorker to her core. The kind of woman who wore a blazer to champagne brunch on Sundays and spent her nights watching standup before going to steal something from the Met. The sprawling, casual atmosphere of the West did not suit her.

      That difference in personalities was why they had broken up last time.

      Also, because Brigid once literally stabbed him in the back with a syringe of poison, because she wanted to steal an artifact from him before he could sell it.

      “I came here at Ameria’s request,” Brigid admitted. “Her aging grandma lives out this way. I don’t have time to train a new assistant, so retaining her is a priority.” Brigid looked human when she was talking about her assistant. Not because she liked Ameria—Cage wasn’t convinced that Brigid liked anybody—but because Brigid was, above all else, a professional. She took care of her employees.

      She might never be friends with Ameria, even to the point that they could go for drinks after a successful heist, but she would relocate her business if it meant Ameria's quality of life was higher.

      When she looked like this, memories roared through Cage, turning his blood to fire as if he were really a phoenix.

      Long nights under the stars on the hood of her car.

      Money split after liberating an entire dance club’s worth of patrons of their wallets.

      That one time Cage helped Brigid steal a famous painting, and then set fire to it because she crossed him.

      Okay, the last wasn’t exactly a happy memory. But that was what it meant to be Cage and Brigid. It was the push and pull. He burned paintings, and she hog-tied him in grimy hotel rooms, but they always came back to each other.

      “Stop,” Brigid said.

      He blinked, snapping out of his reverie. “Stop what?”

      “Stop looking at me as though we’re in love.” She trailed a finger down the bridge of his nose, let it slide over his lips, and then continued the line down his chest. She’d taken off his shirt before tying him up. His pants too. The fact she left him underwear was a generous gesture.

      That didn’t keep her finger from trailing down the front of his boxers. His stupid erection had started stiffening when her boobs hung over his face as she cinched the ropes. “I’m only looking at you like this to throw you off guard before I set you on fire,” Cage said. “It’s working. The fire comes next.”

      Brigid’s hand traveled north, this time using her fingernails. She raked them over the swell in his underwear.

      He hissed, head jerking back, the muscles in his neck tightening.

      She knew exactly how hard to press. She knew exactly what Cage liked, and when, and for how long.

      Her galaxy eyes had turned to a slow broiling pit of magma. Brigid was almost as pale as Cage, so even the slightest flush painted her pink from cleavage to forehead.

      She was thinking about inflicting pain on Cage. Thinking about it real hard.

      “My safe word is still tugboat,” Cage said.

      Her hand fell away. “I told you that this can’t happen. You’re bad for me.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m not saying you’re a bad boy. You are definitely not a bad boy.”

      “No, I’m bad for you like a jelly doughnut, and you want to lick my jelly off your fingers.” He arched a sultry brow at her.

      Brigid cringed. “That will never turn me on. Please don’t try to dirty talk.”

      “Why? Because I’m a bad boy who needs to be told what to do?”

      She finally dissolved into laughter. She forgot to hold her mask as tight when she was laughing, and he loved watching the swirl of light within her irises.

      She recovered faster than she used to. Their years apart had only served to make Brigid harder, colder, more calculating. The woman could access any point in the universe by walking between planes, but there was this whole other universe inside of her that Cage couldn’t reach.

      “Fireproof rope or not,” Cage said, “you can’t hold me forever.”

      She bent to kiss him. Her lips tasted like cherries soaked in alcohol, and her tongue flicked against his teeth as she said, “I don’t need to hold you forever. Just long enough for you to miss the window.”

      His heart leapt, pounding in his chest like the pistons in the cooling system underneath the Helios Tether. “What window?”

      Brigid stood. He tried to look up, to track her features. His blurry vision was darkening. The taste of burning cherry intensified as she moved away.

      He ran his tongue over his own lips. They were a little bit…chalky.

      “Dammit,” Cage said. “You put on poison lipstick again.”

      She didn’t dignify that with an answer. Of course, if she had, he wouldn’t have heard it. The poison sucked him into unconsciousness. He went back to sleep.
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      Cage was awake again by the time the door slammed. “Vex,” he groaned, rolling over onto his face. The carpet still smelled like toes, but now the inside of his mouth tasted like belly button lint too. “Vex!”

      Vision thumped around inside of the velvet bag, but Vex couldn’t respond, even with a muffled voice. Brigid must have removed Cage’s link.

      Cage inchwormed his way across the motel room floor to see around the foot of the bed.

      Brigid was gone.

      He licked his lips and spat on the floor. “If you can hear me, Vex, consider this my ‘I told you so.’ You told me it was crazy to wear anti-poison-lipstick lipstick for the last four years straight. You told me that I was wasting thousands of dollars hoping to be kissed by a woman who wants to kill me. Well, joke’s on you, Vex! This anti-poison-lipstick lipstick just saved the job!”

      Cage still had enough poison in his system that he shapeshifted slowly. His size was the second thing to change. The first thing was that he got very, very furry inside of the ropes, which made them squeeze too tight around his body. Brigid had tied him up good. If she’d known that his form was actually smaller than a mastiff’s, she probably would have tied him in a much scarier way.

      Finally, the ropes relaxed, and Cage managed to squirm free. He switched back to human as soon as he could escape.

      Cage stumbled to the bag and extracted Vision. The eyeball’s lashes were bent, and there was no mistaking the lid’s slant for anything but anger. The Link was in the bag too—he slapped it on to the back of his neck again. “—bitch, and if you don’t let him go, I’m going to—” Vex roared over the link.

      “I’m free,” Cage said.

      “Oh, thank the gods. It’s because of the anti-poison-lipstick lipstick that you’re wearing, isn’t it? You were right! You told me so!” Vex said.

      Cage had told him so. “Did you hear her thing about the window? What window?”

      “Get a load of this! Both times you were unconscious today, I did additional research into the dossier from Kleio Vincero. Shadowhold? In Barcelona? It’s really difficult to get into, even when you’re allowed to visit. The ley lines around it have been bent so that Brigid won’t be able to planeswalk inside.”

      “That’s lucky.” Cage gently nudged Vision, still looking rumpled and offended, onto the mattress so that he could get dressed.

      “The only way to get into Shadowhold is on an Open Day. There’s one Open Day a month. They open the door twice. If you go in on a visitor’s pass in the morning, you have to leave in the evening. If you enter in the evening, you’re stuck for a month.”

      “When’s the next Open Day?” Cage asked.

      “Tomorrow,” Vex said.

      Cage swore and swung a kick at the pile of ropes. “Can you charter a flight for me?” Hiring a planeswalker would be much too expensive, but maybe he could settle for coach. “Use the five thousand northcoins that Silverclaw Cult gave us for expenses.”

      “The credit card company already got to it,” Vex said.

      Cage swore again. He yanked off all of the clothes that he had been putting on.

      “You look great,” Vex said. “Have you been working out? Your shoulders look wider.”

      Cage stood up a little straighter. “As a matter of fact… Wait, we don’t have time to admire my perfect body. If there’s no flight to Barcelona, then there’s only one way for us to get there in time for Open Day.”

      “This is a bad idea,” Vex said.

      “You don’t know what my idea is yet.”

      “You’re going to hitchhike on Brigid.”

      “Okay, so you do know what my idea is, and it’s probably bad,” Cage said. “But it’s also the only plan I’ve got.”

      “Visitor passes to Shadowhold are expensive and few, and they’re already sold out for tomorrow’s Open Day. Even if you manage to hitchhike on Brigid without getting caught, you’re not going to be able to get inside.”

      That was a detail Cage would have to work out once he reached Barcelona. “I’ll be back as soon as possible. Emil’s taking care of the Museum—he’s not far away. Hit him up if you need anything.”

      He shapeshifted again before Vex could protest.

      This time, Cage went all the way into his squirrel, leaving the Link on the floor. Vision zoomed over and caught it on the magnet at the bottom of his ocular nerve. The fewer of those they had to replace, the better. Apparently Gutterman wasn’t their only debt-holder out for blood.

      Cage hurled himself at the motel room’s window. It shattered under the weight of his oversized squirrel body, and he slipped easily through the bars. The wards were meant to keep things out, not keep them inside. He landed on the pavement unscathed.

      The world was so much bigger when Cage was a squirrel. The freeways were so far above his head that his squirrel eyes could barely make them out, and his squirrel brain certainly didn’t care what was happening that far away. It took a lot of conviction from his human half to get the squirrel to turn and look for Brigid.

      He spotted the flash of her electric blue wig around the corner. She was only a few meters from the ley line.

      Ley lines were invisible threads that wrapped throughout every plane. Some had more than others—gaean planes had the most, whereas ethereal planes had the fewest—but you could find them anywhere.

      The ley lines in Phaethon Bay didn’t need to be searched for. The Ethereal Coalition had built elaborate terminals where travelers could arrive and depart safely. Their most common use was by rich people meeting planeswalkers for hire, helping them leap across the globe.

      If Cage didn’t get to Brigid before she reached the station, he would not be able to follow her to Barcelona.

      He put on a burst of speed. He raced with all his squirrel fury across the pavement.

      Inky demons swirled around him in a fog, unable to hurt a shifter in his animal form. He leapt onto the nearest fire escape—which was caked in so much rust and sulfur that he figured no human had used it in a decade—and Cage used that to race ahead of Brigid.

      Just when she was about to pass through the crystal gateway to the terminal, Cage jumped.

      Brigid was wearing one of those big hiking backpacks. His claws sunk into the rayon, and Brigid swung around to look at who had bumped into her. She didn’t see Cage. He had scrambled underneath the rain fly, forming a tight ball behind her head.

      She paused where she stood, eyes sweeping the street. Her sword had found its way into her hand, even though Cage knew for a fact that Brigid had no idea how to actually use a sword. It was just meant to make her look scary. Which it did. Even watching through that tiny slit under the rain fly, the sight of her fists clenched around the hilt sent a thrill of trepidation and arousal through him.

      Cage needed to hide better. If she moved wrong, she’d feel his furry body on the back of her head.

      He quietly unzipped her bag and dropped a few unimportant things she’d packed. Ropes, hooks, and a nylon bag hit the grass silently, all while Brigid was looking for a more distant threat.

      When nothing obvious happened, Brigid walked at a hasty clip to the terminal.

      Cage squirmed down where he’d made more room in the bag, and not a moment too soon. Brigid stretched out a hand to touch the ley line faster. Cage felt the world opening around them, followed by eternity squeezing in on him, smashing his ribs together and sucking the breath from his lungs. He was wrung out like a dirty sock in soapy water. He was going to break.

      And then…pop!

      Phaethon Bay vanished.
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      Once they arrived in Barcelona, Brigid never opened her backpack and Cage didn’t try to escape. She walked a winding cobblestone road overlooking the Gothic architecture of Spain while Cage poked his nose out from underneath the rain fly. His senses were enhanced, as all shifters’ were, so he got a lot of local information by sniffing the air.

      Barcelona was nothing like Phaethon Bay. It was a much older city, having existed many hundreds of years before Genesis, and magetech hadn’t taken over yet. People drove normal cars here, and they rode normal bicycles. The sky didn’t sing with magical advertisements. There wasn’t a constant zing of weather magic, nor did the hyperloop blast through downtown.

      Here, there was only clear sky, warm wind, and normal people wandering around.

      The food smelled great. Cage wanted so badly to climb out, shapeshift into a human, and eat his way through the bakeries. Unfortunately, Barcelona’s mundanity meant that it also did not have shifting stalls in public spaces like Phaethon Bay. A naked shifter walking around in his human form would cause quite a stir.

      For now, the best place to be was Brigid Byrne’s bag.

      She settled in at a coffee shop, putting the bag in a chair beside her. He drank his fill of her sight.

      Brigid Byrne, after so many years…

      Damn, she’d only gotten prettier. The unruly little hairs along her hairline that always made her look as though she were surrounded by static. Her dimpled chin. Her straight nose and thin lips. She was pretty but no-nonsense, wearing only just enough makeup to tint her blond eyelashes and eyebrows to match her slightly darker hair.

      But even now, alone in a relaxed environment, her eyes were sharp. She was probably casing the joint. Planeswalking had gotten her to Barcelona on time, but that hadn’t gotten her a pass into Shadowhold. Brigid would need to steal one.

      She’d have no trouble pickpocketing a traveler. Brigid remained the best thief Cage had ever known.

      Brigid and Cage had been young when they first met, with Brigid fresh out of the Academy and Cage having just left his parents’ house. She’d been eighteen. He had been twenty-two. Still, she had already been a better thief. Both had been hired by different parties to raid a tomb, and Brigid got there first.

      It was lucky that Cage had lost to Brigid, since the tomb had been cursed. Brigid would have boiled to death if he hadn’t saved her with a neutralizing charm. It hadn’t taken them long to sleep together after that, and Cage had been in love long before he bust his first nut inside her, pun intended.

      Looking at her now, more than a decade older with the scars of experience to show for it, Brigid looked more ethereal to him than any angel he had ever seen.

      He wanted so desperately to know everything happening within that brilliant mind of hers. He wanted to kiss her, and please her, and be whipped by her, and have all that fun they used to have.

      It was that kind of thinking that got him in trouble every damn time. The kind of thinking that made him leave his keys where she could steal them, or his cash, or occasionally his entire apartment.

      Now they were officially enemies. They were working for the same grab again, and if Cage didn’t get his shit together, she was going to win a second time.

      He wanted this job so much more than he wanted Brigid.

      A shiver rolled down his squirrel spine as he remembered her fingernails on his cock.

      Okay, maybe he wanted the job almost as much as he wanted Brigid.

      She reached for her backpack, and Cage jerked his nose back under the rain fly. Shit. Shit. She’s gonna see me.

      Her bag was halfway unzipped at the top. He squeezed himself inside, praying that she needed something out of one of the smaller pockets on the outside.

      Through the zipper, he watched her hands approach. Her fingertips were callused because she fiddled so much with her belongings. The cuticles were bitten. Her nails were short. She was about to feel a furry squirrel in her bag and punch him.

      “Hola.” A man had stopped beside the table.

      Brigid’s hands withdrew.

      Cage let out a quiet sigh of relief.

      “Hola. Como estas?” Brigid replied. When had she picked up a Spanish accent? She sounded fluent, and weirder still, she didn’t have the muffled voice from her jaw injury. She’d picked up several new tricks.

      “Bien,” the man said, and that was the last of the conversation that Cage could follow because he did not speak Spanish. He did speak body language. He could see that the man was hitting on Brigid. He fantasized about the man trying to open Brigid’s bag only to find an explosion of murderous squirrel inside. Cage would rip out this Spaniard’s fucking throat if he put a finger on Brigid Byrne.

      Their conversation continued for a long time. Too long. Brigid giggled in a way that was totally unlike her, touching the man on his arm and batting her eyelashes. It actually made Cage feel better to see her flirting in such a fake, obvious way. If Brigid was actually flirting, she’d steal his car, drive it off a bridge, and send pictures.

      God, he missed dating her so much.

      If she was flirting like that with this guy, then he was her mark. Cage wasn’t remotely surprised when the man walked away with what he must’ve thought was Brigid’s phone number, while Brigid tucked an envelope into the side pocket of her bag. She had gotten the pass from him. Cage hadn’t even seen her hands moving. She was amazing.

      She shouldered the bag and left the café with Cage. She dropped her drink in the trashcan on the way out, without having actually ingested anything. She took a swig from a hip flask instead, judging by the sound of water sloshing inside metal.

      That looked a lot like paranoia. Paranoia was new for Brigid.

      She had planeswalked to a location near the door to Shadowhold. Cage had heard it called a door, but what he saw when he surreptitiously peered over Brigid’s shoulder was actually an old rail station. It still had the giant clock surrounded by elaborate gothic bas reliefs, but it didn’t use a standard twelve-hour face anymore. They marked time differently in Shadowhold. At this moment, it was Second Tuesday, and would remain so for the next hour.

      Brigid got in line to enter. Cage only needed a quick glimpse to see that there were bio-scanners, and they’d register Brigid’s extra cargo in her backpack. He needed to split.

      He slid out from under her backpack and weaved under the crowd.

      A man leaped out of his way with a cry of surprise. Once he raised the alarm, others yelled too. Someone called him a rata, which sounded suspiciously like rat. He’d take time to be offended later.

      At the moment, he was scrabbling up the rear side of a statue where nobody could see him and hauling tail across the roof in search of a hole. Cage didn’t have to look far to find one. This building must have been built before World War II, and it looked like nobody had cared to tend to it since Genesis.

      Cage paused above the hole in the roof and tilted his head in both directions, ears cocked, every sense open for signs of magic.

      His fur lifted with a faint humming.

      Those were wards. They’d fry him into a squirrel kebab if he jumped through.

      The hum was the same as the first note in “Take Me Out to the Ballgame.” It was the only reason he recognized it—an auditory mnemonic device. An octave lower would have indicated a passive ward. This one was active, meaning there would be crystals controlling it.

      He wrapped his agile fingers around a roof tile and ripped it free. He chewed through one layer of plywood before finding it: a quartz the size of his squirrel brain, which was connected to the wards.

      Cage ripped it out. Tossed it off the back of the roof.

      The humming vanished.

      He crawled through the hole without getting fried.

      The air was stuffy in the rafters. The scent of sweaty bodies packed into a tight queue mingled with a brimstone tang. Cage hung upside-down over the queue waiting to get into Hell on Earth, so he could smell them all: witches, demons, shifters, even a sidhe or two.

      His eyes weren’t as good for gathering information, but he could see well enough in the darkness. It was more industrial inside the train station than he realized. There were an awful lot of pipes, some grumbling engines, a few large pistons lined up along the wall. The floor was punched with metal rivets.

      It’s an elevator, he realized. The front half of the room was a line, and the back half was an elevator. It was how they would allow a single wave of people to enter Shadowhold, and then allow that wave to return in the evening.

      He had to get onto that elevator.

      Cage focused his vision—nearly as bad as a human’s—on the line for the bio-scanner. Brigid was still on the other side. He just needed to wait for her to pass through security, sneak back into her bag, and ride all the way to Arawn’s apartment. Let her do the work of breaking in. Cage would still make off with the Death Underpants, and he’d feel no guilt for it.

      None at all.

      Not even a tiny bit.

      But when Brigid went through the security checkpoint, they stopped her. They took her backpack off the conveyor belt. A guard spoke with her, too quietly for Cage to hear them over the din, and then guided her out of the room.

      Aw shit.

      There went his ride.

      His darting eyes searched the crowd. He needed someone else—anyone else.

      A witch was about to get onto the elevator. She was carrying a huge suitcase with an open duffel on top. Her acid green eyes were fixed on the elevator.

      Surely she wouldn’t notice a visiting squirrel.

      Cage leaped between pistons, slithered under the barriers, and wound between the legs of the crowd without brushing a single shin.

      He leaped into the duffel and landed with a poof in something soft.

      Something soft that began thrashing and hissing and spitting.

      A cat.

      Claws slashed across his face, raking across his right eye. Blood blinded him. Cage chittered furiously as he leaped out of the duffel. He was no safer outside—a human hand snatched him out of the air by his tail, holding him as he thrashed.

      “Krysa!” she shrieked.

      She hurled him at the wall, then pointed, like she was target-hunting ducks.

      A hex zapped from her finger.

      Cage hit the wall, the hex hit him, and he bounced to the floor.

      Unconscious. Again.
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        * * *

      

      Cage had a great nap and woke bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, literally speaking. Shifters didn’t change back if they fell asleep. He’d gotten knocked out and remained in his squirrel form.

      Now, some indeterminate time later, Cage was waking up with a hell of a headache behind one of the elevator’s pistons. His skull couldn’t have been ringing any harder if the witch’s hex had pounded him with a giant cartoon mallet.

      He rolled over behind the piston where he’d fallen, snarling at the ache in his head. The rusted rivets swam in and out of focus. It was darker than when he’d fallen asleep.

      How long was I out?

      Cage had to crawl up to the barrier to get a look at the back of the train station’s clock. It took an embarrassing amount of mental math to convert from Hell Standard Time to Barcelona’s time zone. And once he figured it out, shock made his heart splash down in his stomach acid.

      It was eight o’clock at night.

      The hex had knocked him out for the entire day—the one day each month where he could access Shadowhold. Now the elevator was about to leave for its second—and last—trip down to Shadowhold. If Cage went down, there’d be no way for him to get back.

      On the bright side, Brigid hadn’t gone down on the first elevator either. She’d been pulled out by security. For now, the Death Underpants were still safely with Arawn. Brigid wouldn’t be able to get them for another month.

      And neither would Cage, unless he went down right now.

      Hey, at least Gutterman wouldn’t be able to murder him down there.

      “Whoa, little guy,” murmured a gentle male voice. “How’d you end up back here?” One of the elevator staff had come behind the barrier, picking carefully through the pistons to find Cage. Some Good Samaritan was trying to help the giant rat that had gotten stuck in some musty corner.

      As the employee bent over him, Cage spotted a badge swinging from his pocket. This guy had elevator access privileges. Superficially, he resembled Cage: a fair-skinned human guy with brown hair, though his was cut short in his ID photo.

      Cage waited until the man gently slid his hands underneath the shifter’s furry body, before he attacked.

      He headbutted the guard. Shifter skull cracked against human.

      At least Cage wasn’t the one knocked out this time.

      The guard dropped.
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      Funnily enough, “behind the pistons of an elevator to Hell on Earth” was not the weirdest place Cage had been forced to get dressed. That award went to backstage at the Oscars. He’d stolen a statuette on a whim. Not an easy heist, but totally worth it, since that meant he had some little naked golden guy in his office at the Museum.

      Unlike at the Oscars, Cage managed to shapeshift without getting spotted. He only felt slightly like a jackass stealing both clothes and badge from the Shadowhold Gatekeeper. Cage looked fantastic once he was fully dressed. Even the mundane staff of Shadowhold dressed up in elaborate costumes, and Phil Germanotti was in black linen, wrapped with leather cords. Cage wrapped them tightest around his forearms, calves, and waist, giving the illusion of a more sculpted—dare he say, heroic?—physique.

      When he emerged into the light, nobody seemed to care how great he looked. The security guys were tired; they didn’t lift their heads when he swiped his badge to get onto the elevator moments before it descended. It was hard to keep hyped without a hype man. Cage shuffled his feet all the way to the elevator’s rear corner.

      A month without Vex’s compliments was gonna suck.

      It took a long time to get from the surface of the Earth, in Barcelona, down to the chthonic wonder of the world. The shaft outside the elevator had been painted with murals to entertain people on the way down, but Cage wouldn’t have minded an in-flight movie. Standing on an elevator platform for an hour was dull.

      His company wasn’t dull, though. He was surrounded by demons who’d been playing tourist on the surface. Shadowhold demons looked a lot scarier than most who lived among society, like the Vexes. Cage’s company ranged from having eight spindly legs with clicky beaks, to human-like creatures with weird fangs, and all the way to monsters with severed limbs that never stopped oozing blood.

      The one stand-out was a mousy human woman with thick glasses. She wore an oversized sweater and tattered black leggings with combat boots. Shopping bags hung off of her shoulder. She played spider solitaire on her phone.

      “Colleges in Spain must be pretty hardcore,” Cage said.

      She looked up at him, startled. “Excuse me?”

      “Sorry.” He flashed his most charming smile, showing his stolen security card to her. “I’m Phil. I figure you must be heading down for an internship or something, right? Young lady like you?”

      “Young lady? Oh! My glamour!” She slapped her forehead. “I can take it off now. Thanks for reminding me.” She tucked her phone into one of the shopping bags before taking her glasses by the arms. She removed them.

      The glamour fell away, showering off her body like a waterfall over rocks.

      The skeletal figure revealed wasn’t that of a demon, but a revenant—an unusual subspecies of vampire. The only reason Cage recognized her was because she was Charity Ballard, featured in the dossier provided by Silverclaw Cult.

      She was a desiccated corpse stretched to three meters in height. Her guts flopped limply inside her exposed abdominal cavity. Her fingers were hooks. Charity was the wife of Arawn, heir to the Pit of Souls, and owner of the Death Underpants.

      This revenant could get a husband and Cage was still living the bachelor life. Dating was so weird.

      “You must be Charity Ballard,” he said, offering a hand. “Honor to meet you.”

      “Thanks, Phil. Are you on security for the base station this month?”

      That sounded like a legitimate reason for him to head down on the night elevator with the demons. “Yup. Definitely.”

      “Stay safe,” Charity said, offering him a smile that would have looked shy if not for all the brittle yellow teeth rotting inside her skull.

      The elevator shuddered to a halt at the bottom of the shaft. Looking up, Cage could see barely a quarter kilometer of the path carved into the rock; it was too dark beyond that. He felt as though he were somehow standing at the bottom of the ocean. The weight of the shadows made it hard to breathe.

      Gates rattled open as soon as the elevator settled. Cage had expected the door to open near him, but it was on the far side; he had to wait for the other demons to step out into the city before he could make his exit. Once he was off, he stepped out of the way and waited, tucked in the shadows behind a cupola. His gaze flicked over the city—what little he could see from the elevator’s base station, which was on the higher end of the cavern, which sloped deeper still into the earth on the far end. Dripping water echoed behind him.

      Some of Shadowhold’s buildings were gothic, like the older buildings in Barcelona. Some of it was more Catalonian, angular and gloomy. All of it was squatter than it should have been. Like the city was perpetually ducking under a low doorway.

      They were so far under the surface of the Earth that Cage felt deaf. He was so used to hearing everything—from the rustle of grass a kilometer away to an airplane’s engine over the mountains—that having nothing to hear beyond what he could see disturbed him. There was nothing but dripping fluid and a ceramic rattling, almost like skeletons dancing.

      The streets near the elevator were packed with a diverse crowd. No surprise there—this was the inversion of the Helios Tether, and almost as much of a draw for business. Yellow construction equipment unloaded crates from the far end of the elevator, which Cage hadn’t realized was loaded with cargo.

      A line of human tourists was kept behind a chain-link fence, waiting to return to the surface. UV lamps were positioned around them. A little extra protection from some of Shadowhold’s less savory denizens, most of which were allergic to anything resembling sunlight.

      Cage waited behind the cupola as the elevator unloaded. He watched the demons without moving—until Charity Ballard passed.

      Then Cage slipped into the line of demons behind her.

      He watched her stringy-haired scalp above the crowd. She was taller than most, so it was easy to follow her through winding alleys barely wider than Cage’s shoulders.

      As he passed a cart selling veils, he snagged one off the rack. He passed another shop, this one with tables of cheap hats advertised as protection from the humans’ beloved sun, and he snagged one of those too.

      He whipped the veil around his shoulders to hide the distinctive uniform, then pulled the hat over his head.

      Charity stopped to speak with a vendor selling kebabs. Cage stopped too, pretending to be interested in rings sold across the street. He didn’t actually try any of them on. He could feel the baritone hum of curses within his ribcage, and he wasn’t keen on finding out which curses they held. But he fiddled with them while keeping an eye on Charity.

      He couldn’t read the infernal language on the kebab cart, so he wasn’t sure what Charity was haggling over. The meat smelled a little bit sweet, like pork roasted with corn.

      Cage doubted they were selling pork.

      No revenant would have looked as happy being handed a large skewer with chunks of fleshy pink pig upon it.

      He dropped the rings he was examining back onto their velvet cushion, and the oversized cockroach of a vendor chittered at him.

      Cage had heard that Shadowhold tried to uphold ancient infernal traditions, some of which had never had been legal in any country on the planet. The tradition of harvesting human meat looked to be one of them. It was possible that the meat was enchanted, or lab produced, but…he doubted it.

      Cash money exchanged hands, and that was the real crime here, because even demons should have been good enough to switch to cryptocurrency by now. “It’s like going back in time,” he muttered, eyeing the coffers of the kebab cart as he passed.

      Cage had pulled a disguise together, but he couldn’t steal everything he needed for a month. If he was going to be stuck in hiding here for the next month, he’d need Shadowhold’s currency.

      God, the next month was gonna suck.

      But every month after that was going to be awesome, since Cage was going to have the Death Underpants, a job with Silverclaw Corp, and later, a Hero cult of his very own.

      His fingers dipped into the coffers as he passed.

      It was a smooth gesture. Cage was almost as good as Brigid at pickpocketing.

      Almost.

      The cook seized Cage’s wrist, claws tightly bracketing him so that he could not leave. “Thief,” it hissed.

      “One of the best,” Cage said. And then he flipped the coffers, slapping the bottom with his hand so that the coins flew into the demon’s face. The cook reared back, dazed. She’d been struck hard by the box’s lid.

      Cage managed to snatch a handful of bullion out of the air before breaking into a run again.

      The demon’s hissing shriek was consumed by the oppressive weight of the city, indistinguishable from the other shrieks within the squalor. The cook had swung around to punch Cage but hadn’t looked first. Instead, she had managed to backhand the cockroach jeweler. Now a fight was breaking out. A most excellent distraction.

      Cage stuffed his stolen money in one of Phil Germanotti’s utility pockets, then flew up the side of a building, hand over hand. The roofs down here were tiled, but lazily so; without rain or sun, they only needed to serve as privacy screens from flying demons. The tile slid under Cage’s feet as he tried to leap quietly to the next building, and the next.

      He found Charity Ballard again when she stopped at the corner, looking over her shoulder toward the ruckus. His distraction had caught her attention too.

      Now she held a keyring. Most locks in Phaethon Bay were opened by biometrics, so it was very charming to see that she had actual keys on the ring along with a pair of miniature rubber flip flops, which had the name of a Caribbean port printed on the soles. It was charmingly old-fashioned. Cage wondered how old the revenant must have been to have so many keys.

      She lost interest in the fight. Charity crossed the street to a building that looked like a sentry tower, or maybe a lighthouse. It had one door on the floor and no windows until the very top of its smooth-sided column.

      Charity unlocked the door and slipped inside. This was her house with Arawn.

      It wasn’t impenetrable. Nothing was impenetrable. But Cage was certainly not equipped to get inside a building with such sheer walls and so few entry points.

      He scampered over rooftops to reach the lighthouse. He wasn’t the only one treating the upper level of Shadowhold as his playground. A cluster of imps scattered when he landed feet first on another roof, sending tiles flying. The imps chittered angrily at him.

      Beetles that looked like oversized scarabs—each bigger than Cage’s head—swarmed out from the eaves where the imps had been hunting. They fell to the ground below, making heavy tapping sounds rather like hail.

      “Sorry!” Cage called back to the imps. “Have dinner on me!” He lobbed the stolen bullion at them. They hurled something at him that smelled suspiciously feces-like back at him before scurrying to gather the money he dropped.

      It gave Cage enough time to crawl to the other side of Arawn’s house. He found a quieter roof and tucked himself among the dormers, where he wouldn’t be seen by a casual glance out the window from Charity’s building.

      The window, he noticed, was trimmed with brass. The window had the faceted look of pressed crystal—a luxury item that Cage, at a glance, would value easily in the tens of thousands of dollars. It was only one meter by one meter. But whatever had come out of the city of Dis back in the day was always in fashion and always in demand.

      Tens of thousands of dollars on the outside of this building alone. Cage was drooling to see what Arawn had on the inside.

      A small human voice echoed from the alley below him. “Dammit! It’s not possible!”

      Cage leaned over to look down.

      Surprise flooded him at the sight of a red-blond head, attached to a slender woman battling with her backpack. She was shoulder-deep digging through its contents. Brigid Byrne had been flagged by security, but somehow, she hadn’t missed the elevator to Shadowhold.

      They were both locked down there together for the next month.

      Rationally, Cage knew that was a bad thing. It wasn’t like the two of them could cling to each other for survival, renting a week-by-week demon motel room to pass the time with carnal passion.

      Probably.

      Maybe.

      The tiles slipped under Cage’s foot, and he fell with a shout.

      Right on top of Brigid Byrne.

      For a moment, he was engulfed in her warm softness. Her lavender-scented hair. Her peachy soft skin.

      She kneed him off of her, and there was a sword against his throat a moment later.

      “It’s me,” he said hurriedly, lifting his hands to his sides to show they were empty. “It’s me.”

      “Dammit, Cage! How the hell did you get down here this fast?” Brigid sat back, and even though her tone was angry, her face wasn’t. The galaxy’s swirl in her eyes turned sharper, calculating. “You’ve been keeping secrets from me.”

      Oh shit. She knew that he was a squirrel. She was never gonna have sex with him again. Nobody wanted to have sex with squirrels. Even squirrels as intimidating dressed in leather as Cage was.

      “You figured out how to fight my poison lipstick,” she said.

      Cage stared.

      She didn’t know.

      He laughed, and then he made himself stop laughing, because his relief was too obvious. “I just came down on the second elevator. They’re loading people up to leave now. You should get out of here too, or else you’re going to be stuck inside Shadowhold until the next Open Day.”

      “I’m not going anywhere without those Underpants,” she said grimly.

      “You don’t have them already?”

      “No,” Brigid snapped. “I was going to scale the side of this building with my lead rope and picks! But...” She glared at her backpack in despair.

      Cage had suffered minor head trauma since leaving Phaethon Bay, but he still remembered emptying Brigid’s backpack to make room for his big fat squirrel butt. He’d gotten rid of the equipment Brigid wanted to use to penetrate Arawn’s household.

      He had promised himself he wouldn’t feel guilty.

      “How’s this?” Cage asked, his stomach writhing like it was filled with worms. “I’ll shapeshift into a phoenix and fly to that window. I’ll affix a rope to the top so you can climb, and I’ll let you go inside first. The only cost is that I need you to walk about a block away so that you don’t see my frightening yet awe-inspiring phoenix form.”

      “Do you think I’m stupid?”

      “I think you’re desperate, and desperate people get pretty stupid,” Cage said. “But I’m as good as my word. My word is my bond.”

      “The hell it is.” Heat entered Brigid’s voice. “Every time we cross paths, you ruin everything for me. You ruin my heists. You interfere, you cling, you—”

      “What about all the shit you do to ruin me?” he demanded.

      She laughed, incredulous. “I’m only trying to do my job! And you appear with all of your emotions to distract me!”

      Cage’s heart jumped. “I distract you?”

      “It’s not a compliment!” Her expression darkened when he didn’t immediately speak. “Whatever you’re thinking, you’re wrong.”

      “I’m not thinking anything,” he said. As long as the fact that Brigid was obviously madly in love with him was nothing. She did love him. She must have loved him if she hadn’t slit his throat. “Seriously, just go around the block. I’ll get your rope up there.”

      “And then let me steal the Underpants?” She had gone monotone with skepticism, hands planted on her hips.

      “It doesn’t look to me like you have a choice,” Cage said.

      “That’s right,” said a voice from behind them. “You seem to have run out of choices.”

      Cage swung around, positioning himself in front of Brigid for protection. He came face-to-face with a man who didn’t look very human. He had a face that passed for human. He also had all of the limbs that humans often did. There was no extra tail, or even horns.

      But his papery skin belonged on the dead. His guts were exposed like Charity Ballard’s. The eyeballs peering at Cage from behind his thick brass goggles were black, utterly black, and without a hint of remorse.

      It was the tattoos that served as the best positive identification for Arawn, heir to the Pit of Souls. Almost every square centimeter of him was inked. The only bare patches looked as though they were fresh—cut off of some poor human victim and stitched onto the demon’s skin. He must have been waiting for the flesh to integrate before he could tattoo it.

      “Oh, hey,” Cage said, snapping his fingers. “You’re Arawn, aren’t you? Boy, are we glad to see you.” He slung an arm around Brigid’s shoulders, attempting to pull her uncooperative body close. “Maybe you can help us. We’re on our honeymoon in Barcelona, and we heard that the daytrip down to Shadowhold is great—and it was!—but now we can’t find our way back to the elevator. Can you…?”

      “Nice try. I already know who you are. Gutterman says hi.” Arawn snapped his fingers, and four towering, burly demons stepped into the alleyway to seize them.

      “I hate you,” Brigid told Cage.

      “The feeling’s mutual,” he lied.
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      There was very little less dignified than being stuffed into a dog’s kennel. Cage had done it before, once or twice. Crawling through a door was demeaning, and sometimes, demeaning was exactly what Cage and Brigid wanted.

      But he wasn’t being dommed by Brigid in her Crimson Room of Pain. Brigid was currently on all fours, too, crawling into the kennel beside Cage’s.

      It was Arawn who kicked Cage’s ass to shove him inside.

      Arawn with the goggles, and a gang of burly biker demons, and his wife, Charity Ballard, standing behind him with her arms folded.

      “You were right,” Arawn said, dumping the contents of Brigid’s bag onto the floor. She looked to have been pickpocketing demons around the market too, much more successfully. She had several wax-sealed phials and shreds of rune-stamped leather. “They were here to steal from us.”

      Charity gave Cage a sad, betrayed look, which almost made him feel an emotion in the same neighborhood as guilt. “You’re not Paul, so who are you?”

      “A thief,” Arawn said, answering for Cage. “A stupid thief. He thought that he could steal money from Gutterman and get away with it. I reckon that he thought he could hide here for safety. Is that why you guys were trying to steal from us? Looking to fund your Shadowhold vacation so Gutterman can’t kill you?”

      Charity rubbed a clawed hand over her face, sighing. “Please don’t tell me you’re still friends with Gutterman.”

      “It’s not like that, gorgeous!” Arawn really looked at Charity as though she were gorgeous, which she may have been by demon standards. There was nothing like visiting with demons to make Cage feel like the most beautiful motherfucker on the planet. “This is just business.”

      “Is it old business or new business?” Charity asked.

      “Old favor, so old business. I swear, my sweet, as soon as Gutterman comes here to pick up this jackass, my favor will be repaid, and I’ll really be done with him this time.”

      Charity nodded, seemingly mollified. Arawn kissed her palms, a tender gesture despite the fact that her dusty phalanges were exposed underneath ragged skin.

      “So this is about some creature named Gutterman?” Brigid asked.

      “Your boyfriend’s double-crossed him,” Arawn said. “Gutterman put out the word to all his friends that he wants Shatter Cage dead. Now he’s the currency I’m going to use to get Gutterman off my back.”

      They hadn’t been caught because they were trying to steal the Death Underpants. This was all about Cage’s stupid debt.

      “Then this has nothing to do with me.” Brigid was leaning against the door of the kennel beside Cage. “Am I correct?”

      “Answer her,” Charity said to Arawn, elbowing him.

      “Gutterman didn’t mention anything about you, but I’m not letting you out until he gets here. Just in case. I want done with him for good.” The last line was directed to Charity, whose eyes softened as though she were touched by Arawn’s commitment.

      “Gutterman is coming here?” Cage asked.

      So much for his good mood. He’d just been starting to have fun.

      Arawn checked his pocket watch. Cage only needed a glimpse to see that it had dials for both Earth time and Shadowhold time. “Gutterman might have gotten down on the last elevator. If not, you might be waiting in this cage to die for about a month. What do you think is worse? Dying quickly and brutally, or waiting for a long time and then dying quickly and brutally?”

      “I prefer to avoid all brutal deaths,” Cage said.

      Brigid banged her palms against the inside of the kennel. “I have nothing to do with this! Let me out!”

      “Secure the room,” Arawn told his gang. He looped his arm through Charity’s, hooking his hand on the inner corner of her elbow, and they walked away.

      “You guys are an adorable couple and I hate you,” Cage called as the door shut.

      Nobody responded. They were gone.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Awkward silence’ failed to convey the miserable atmosphere after Cage and Brigid were left locked in kennels.

      It was a nice room, aside from the fact that they were being detained inside of it. The window let in light from the city outside. It bathed the low-slung furniture in the warm crimson glow of lantern light. A pair of grow lamps stood in one corner of the room, making their tent shine like a pale blue star. Chairs had been positioned around the grow tent like it was a lounge with a fireplace.

      Arawn had good taste in art. The pieces he displayed were eclectic, ranging from watercolors to jagged abstracts. All were framed superbly. His collection must have been worth millions.

      Cage couldn’t distract himself by imagining how he’d fence everything Arawn owned. After a while, the cramped kennel got to him. The silence was too heavy. Brigid remained sullenly silent. And Cage was left with nothing to do but mentally review what he’d done wrong to end up in this place—which was everything, as it turned out.

      His biggest regret was leaving Vision. Vex would wait a few days before getting worried, but by the end of the month, he’d be freaking out. Full-blown panic attacks. Who’d bring him pureed liver and garlic to soothe him, just like his mom used to?

      “Stop worrying about Anton,” Brigid said, her voice small through the bars. “He’ll be fine.”

      “Stop reading me like an open book,” Cage said.

      “It’s hard to stop. You’re less like a Hemingway and more like the Hungry Little Caterpillar. Anton’s a frighteningly smart guy. He’ll be fine.”

      Brigid and Vex had never spoken face to face, but they’d chatted a few times over the Link on jobs. They weren’t friends—Brigid didn’t seem to be interested in friendships—but they were civil to each other. Cage hadn’t realized she held Vex in such regard from their brief talks.

      “Who’s gonna take care of him if I’m not around?” he asked.

      “I’m sure that someone else’ll hire him.” Brigid was scanning the room, fingers curled through the bars as she craned her head to see more corners of the room. Her flesh glowed rose-gold on one side from the lantern lights, and silvery on the opposite from the grow tent.

      “Anyone would hire him,” Cage said. “His warlock specialty is visceral illusion.”

      Brigid twisted to stare at him. He could only make out a centimeter-wide sliver of her eye, but it was very wide. “And he works for you?”

      Visceral illusion meant that Vex could make anyone experience anything. They could feel the most ultimate pleasure…or the most excruciating pain. Hedonists and warmongers alike sought their services.

      The real money for visceral illusionists was in more subtle work. The little nudges and twists of reality that could convince world leaders to vote for different laws. Essentially, a smart visceral illusionist could do anything. And Vex was very smart.

      “He doesn’t like that work,” Cage said. The last thing Vex wanted to do was crawl through others’ minds all day.

      “Is that why you’re broke? You blew your money on his paycheck?”

      “Okay, first of all, he’s my brother in everything but blood, and he’s not out for my money,” Cage said. “The two of us are…wait for it…thick as thieves. Hey! Like that one?”

      She didn’t crack a smile. “What’s the second of all?”

      “He’s only getting a percentage of crap now, but someday I’m gonna have a Hero cult as big as Silverclaw’s, and Vex’s percentage is gonna be worth a lot more. He knows a good investment when he sees it.”

      Brigid’s mouth twitched.

      “What?” Cage asked.

      “You two are pathetic,” she said.

      “You’re trying not to smile. You think we’re cute.”

      “So what if I do? Cute isn’t a good thing. Now shut your mouth—I’m trying to figure out how I’m saving us.”

      While Brigid was scanning the room, Cage focused hard and shapeshifted just one arm. He still couldn’t selectively shapechange, but it got his arm small enough to fit through the bars, and his nimble little squirrel fingers were perfect for undoing the latch.

      The kennel popped open. Cage tumbled out, heels over head, and leaped upright with his body twisted away from Brigid. She couldn’t see his squirrel arm from her narrow perspective inside of the kennel. He was sure of it. But she was looking at him with a bizarre expression.

      “Did you manage to keep a lock pick?” Brigid asked.

      “No, they found everything during that sensuous cavity search in the alley,” Cage said. His arm wasn’t shifting back. Dammit, arm! Turn human again!

      “Then how did you get out of your kennel?”

      “Luck, I think,” he said, subtly shaking his shrunken squirrel arm. He let the jumpsuit’s sleeve fall over it, but it still looked empty. “I pushed, and it opened.”

      “What now?” Her tone was guarded.

      “Don’t worry, I’m not gonna leave you in there.” He kneeled, presenting his completely human side to her as he slowly, casually opened the latch on her kennel.

      Her expression only got weirder when she climbed free. Brigid wouldn’t let Cage steady her on her feet. She yanked his arm, forcing him to spin, and…

      She found nothing but a completely normal human arm inside of a stolen Shadowhold Gatekeeper uniform.

      “What are you doing?” Cage asked.

      “Tell me how you opened the kennel.” Brigid clung to him harder than she should have, less like she was accusing him of something and more like he was a crutch she’d been given at the emergency room.

      “I opened it with my hand.” He wiggled his fingers. “Long digits.”

      Her cheeks warmed to pink. “Your fingers are no longer than mine.”

      “Sure they are.” Cage caught her hand and pressed palm-to-palm, spreading their fingers so that they lined up. His hands were much larger than hers. Not just longer, but thicker—too thick to fit through the bars beyond the first knuckle.

      Brigid wasn’t fooled. “I know that you’re planning—ouch.” She’d tried to stand on her own, but staggered. Her hands went to her back.

      Cage’s nostrils flared at the scent of blood. He gingerly peeled her shirt’s hem up until he found the slashes and bruises. He sucked in a breath. “What happened here?”

      “It wasn’t easy to escape security at the elevator,” Brigid said through clenched teeth. “And Arawn’s gang wasn’t exactly gentle moving us. I think they tore some things open.”

      Planeswalkers didn’t have any powers other than walking the planes. No improved senses, reflexes, or healing. Brigid was hurt bad. She wouldn’t get better without help.

      “I’m taking you to a healer,” Cage said.

      “Don’t do me any more favors,” she snarled. “Why did you let me out in the first place?”

      “I’m not going to leave you here for a pissed off Gutterman to find. Even if you did once post all my naked photos to the darknet when you were mad at me.”

      If he wasn’t mistaken, that was frustration in Brigid’s galaxy eyes, even as she pressed herself against him. Thighs against thighs, hips against hips. Her fingers played lightly over his biceps. Her head tipped back, as if waiting to receive a kiss. “Then I should say thanks.”

      She leaned toward him.

      He put a finger on her lips just before she could kiss him, pushing her face back. “I’m not tired enough to take a nap.”

      Yep, that was definitely frustration in her eyes now. “I wouldn’t poison you right when you saved me!”

      “Yes, you would,” he said, taking her arm to help her walk. “Come on, let’s go steal us some Death Underpants. Do you think they’re sexy panties? Like with garter belts? I love garter belts.”

      “You’ve only mentioned that seventy times,” Brigid muttered. “You could just ask me to wear garter belts, you know.”

      He leaned out into the hall to check for guards but snapped back when she said that. “Would it work?”

      “Depends on my mood.”

      “Since you’re never in a good mood, I’ll take that as a no. I’m always in a great mood. Maybe I can wear the garters.” Cage peered out again. Empty hallway. “Move.”

      He’d only gotten to skim the intelligence dossier for the Death Underpants before Brigid abducted him, but he remembered the map of Arawn’s house. The artifact was located in the first floor sitting room. Their prison had a window, so that meant they were on the top floor. That’d make it easy to find his way from point A to point B.

      He kept his pace swift for a human—slow for a shifter—as they spiraled down, light on their feet. Brigid was as quiet as Cage, without needing the preternatural grace. “What’s your game?” she asked under her breath, so quietly that even Cage had a hard time hearing it. “How are you going to get rid of me and run off with those Underpants?”

      “Actually, I figured we’d steal them together and hash out what to do with the score once we’re no longer at risk of dying,” Cage said. “We’ll talk like adults about it.”

      “Oh gods,” she groaned.

      Arawn’s voice echoed into the hallway, coming from a pair of open doors. If Cage’s mental map was correct, this was the room where the Death Underpants were on display.

      Cage stopped beside the door. Brigid’s fingernails dug into his bicep as she clutched him.

      “What the fuck do you mean, a flaw in the wards?” The demon lord spoke so loudly that his voice echoed. It was easy to hear every last word from his rubbery lips.

      “It’s not a big one,” Gutterman said. That voice had to belong to Gutterman. No other demon’s raspy drawl would have made Cage feel so cold so deep in his heart.

      “Any crack makes the whole city weak. How long have you known about this one?” Arawn asked.

      “A little while.”

      “And you never told me?”

      “You don’t get shit for free,” Gutterman said.

      “Maybe if you had told me about this sooner, I wouldn’t have gotten robbed! Can you believe the nerve? Taking my favorite long johns?”

      Electricity zinged down Cage’s spine, and his gaze locked on Brigid’s.

      Someone had already stolen the Death Underpants.

      Brigid shook her head slowly, as if indicating that she wasn’t the thief. Not this time.

      “I told you as soon as I could,” Gutterman went on, unaware of the impact the news was having in the hallway. “Pretty sure this means you’re still gonna owe me one more favor after you hand over Shatter Cage.”

      “I’ve got enough UV lights hidden around my house to blast you permanently into nothingness. I should use them just because you broke the law by exploiting gaps in my security.”

      A moment’s pause. Cage wished he could have seen what the demons were doing inside. Having a staring contest? Drawing guns and walking ten paces? Playing patty-cake?

      After what Cage assumed were a few good rounds of rock-paper-scissors, Gutterman said, “The flaw’s in the wall past the market. Right at the end of Scapula.”

      Arawn raised his voice. “Ioganva, get Big Buck’s guys together. Tell them to suit up, grab a new crystal, and patch the wards at the end of Scapula.”

      “On it,” said another voice—presumably Ioganva.

      Ioganva sounded like he was standing a meter away.

      Cage shoved Brigid behind the open door, where shadows cloaked them. A seven-foot-tall demon rolled past on three armored legs, like a semi-upright armadillo. He had a fluffy underbelly and plated limbs. There was no way the fur could be as soft as it looked.

      “Aww, check that hellspawn out,” Cage said, his voice rising a couple octaves. “Did you see the fluff? So fluffy!”

      Brigid elbowed him. “Shut up. I don’t banter like Anton.”

      “You shouldn’t be proud of that,” he hissed. “And he wants to be called Vex, not Anton. You sound like his mom.”

      “I bet his mom is as lovely as he is,” Brigid hissed back, her face close, as if trying to find an opportunity to poison-kiss him.

      “She is very lovely! I like her a lot!”

      “Great!”

      A buzzing sound emanated from the room Ioganva had left.

      Cage couldn’t resist. He pushed Brigid’s face away again and peered through the door.

      Arawn’s head was bowed over Gutterman’s oversized face, a tattoo gun steady in his bare hand. Arawn was shriveled dryness where Gutterman was slimy rot. Neither looked quite happy to be in the company of the other. But Gutterman’s focus was on the ceiling, away from the door, and Arawn was so focused on the tattoo that he had no idea people were behind him.

      Cage instantly spotted where the Death Underpants should have been. A department store mannequin waited between two glass cases, each displaying a different article of clothing made in human leather.

      The mannequin had no pants, as Arawn had said. What he hadn’t said was that someone had stabbed a dagger into its groin. It was about as long as Cage’s finger—a throwing knife—with a hilt that looked like three feathers twisted around a branch.

      He pulled back, shut his eyes, and let his head fall against the wall. “Shit. I know who got to the Death Underpants first.”

      “Who?” Brigid whispered.

      He put a hand over her mouth. “Shh. They’ll hear you.” Actually, he just didn’t want to tell her that they were going after Bastien Daladier. He left those stupid feathered daggers everywhere he went.

      Bastien Daladier. The biggest prick on the planet. Cage had pulled one little bitty heist against him, and the guy had never let it go. He’d scooped Cage’s grabs once or twice in revenge, but it was probably coincidence that Daladier had gone for the Death Underpants. Even a witch fueled by baguettes and hatred couldn’t move that fast.

      It was not gonna make Daladier happy when Cage stole the Underpants back from him.

      They slipped past the door unseen. Every faint shuffle of Brigid’s feet on the concrete floor made him flinch. She was quiet for a human. She wouldn’t be able to hear herself. To shifter ears—to demon ears—she may as well have been clomping around in steel boots. Her movements echoed within the chamber. Her breath was so loud, it almost felt like she was breathing directly on Cage’s neck.

      That part was probably wishful thinking.

      The front doors to the lighthouse were open, letting the lanternlight shine inside the otherwise lightless room. A bony shadow was cast in hazy abstract over the mismatched collection of furniture. Charity Ballard stood in the doorway, facing the street so she could watch Arawn’s team prepare to fix the wards.

      The demons arrayed in front of her must have been Big Buck’s guys. All were human-sized and -shaped, to the degree that they could don matching gear. Sort of like astronauts. Or CDC agents wading into a viral outbreak.

      “Why would demons suit up in their own undercity?” Brigid wondered quietly. “What exposure might worry them?”

      Cage tensed at the sound of her voice, but Charity didn’t seem aware of an audience watching her from the darkness under the stairwell. She was too busy speaking to the adorable fluffy armadillo-demon, Ioganva. Their conversation must have been intense—Charity was speaking in low, hurried urgent tones, her eyes intent.

      “We need to steal two of those jumpsuits and go with them,” Cage murmured to Brigid. “If there’s a flaw in the wards, you should be able to reach through to the ley lines on the other side once we’re close enough. Right?”

      Her eyes narrowed to beautiful slits, nasolabial lines deepening in a severe frown. This close, he could see every detail of her skin. The bigger pores on her nose. The rings under her eyes masked by concealer. Thick blond hairs starting to regrow on her chin after being plucked. She really had aged since their last rendezvous, and Cage was shocked at how it only made her so much more gorgeous.

      “Why do you want to put on disguises? Why don’t you just fly us over to the flaw in the wards?” she asked.

      Yes, it would have been very easy for a phoenix shifter like the great and terrible Alpha Deirdre Tombs to fly right out of Shadowhold.

      Cage put on a horrified expression. “I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night if I incinerated you while trying to escape.” Better that she think he couldn’t control his powers than realize he was lying.

      “I trust you to keep me safe,” she said.

      Dammit, she actually looked like she wanted him to fly off with her. Chicks never got soaked over the idea of climbing trees with a squirrel on a date. They just wanted to be dragged around by Superman.

      “I can’t,” he said, trying to put on his best Tortured Hero face. “I once killed someone doing it.”

      She looked startled. “You killed someone? When? Who was it?”

      Of course Brigid wanted him to cite his sources. “Well actually…” He dragged his words out slow and thought quickly. “It was a…kitten. I killed a kitten.”

      Her face was blank.

      “Like, a kitten I saved from a tree,” he went on, doubling down on his story with extra seriousness. “She incinerated. One big puff and I had a barbecued kitten. I can still smell the burned fur.”

      Brigid’s face remained blank.

      She wasn’t convinced. He needed an exit strategy from this conversation.

      “Anyway, so that’s one of my darkest secrets. I can never carry anyone as a phoenix again to atone for her heroic death, sorry. Hey look, extra jumpsuits over behind the desk.” Cage didn’t wait for a response before slipping around the edge of Charity’s living room.

      The corner was being used as storage for various infernal sundry: the jumpsuits, some extra tattoo needles, at least two bloody knives that Cage was careful not to touch. Shifters couldn’t get bloodborne diseases, but it just looked gross.

      He kicked one leg through the jumpsuit, then the other, wiggling his hips as he pulled it up to his chest. Moving the jumpsuits showed that they’d been folded neatly atop a backpack with a sword lashed to its front. Arawn had left Brigid’s belongings downstairs instead of securing them for some reason.

      “Here,” Cage said, handing the extra jumpsuit to Brigid when she followed.

      She stilled at the sight of her backpack. “A trap,” she whispered.

      Charity Ballard appeared behind them. She towered head and shoulders over Brigid, a terrifying wraith in the crimson twilight of Shadowhold.

      They’d been caught. He was going back into the really non-sexy kennel. They’d solder the latch this time, and curse it, and even a wimpy squirrel arm wouldn’t be able to get him out. Cage started sweating so hard that he probably soaked the armpits of his jumpsuit. “Wow, you’re quiet for an enormous dead person with claws.”

      Cage twisted his fire rings behind his back. They might have been strong enough to blast Charity.

      Charity wasn’t attacking, though.

      Her grimace was sympathetic rather than angry. “Big Buck’s guys are about to head to Scapula. Hurry or you’ll miss them.” She purposefully handed Brigid’s backpack and sword to her.

      She was helping them escape.

      “Why?” asked Cage.

      “I don’t like Gutterman,” Charity said. “I don’t draw a lot of lines with Arawn, but Gutterman is one of them.”

      “Won’t you get in trouble?” he asked.

      Her eyes wrinkled when she smiled. “Arawn won’t be thrilled, but he’s no threat to me. He’s the one who’ll be sleeping on the couch for dealing with Gutterman again.” She finished zipping up Cage’s suit and patted him on the shoulder. “I’ve already told the team that I’m sending a couple of humans with them. They’ll make sure you’re safe on your way to the end of Scapula. Everything after that is up to you.”

      Brigid gave the revenant a wide berth on her way to the front door. “Don’t follow us,” she said, drawing her sword.

      Charity’s smile faded. It didn’t come back when Cage yelled, “Thanks! I owe you dinner!”

      He half-carried Brigid out onto the street, and Charity shut the door behind them.
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      “Did you have to be mean to her?” Cage muttered as they limped toward the team of demons. They were an intimidating crew, like everyone who worked for Arawn. Heavily tattooed, burly, and smelling of rotted meat.

      “She locked us in kennels,” Brigid said.

      “Yeah, but she also let us leave.”

      “You’re naïve if you think that wasn’t a power move.”

      “Sometimes people are just nice to each other,” Cage said. “Believe it or not, you can even trust people sometimes.”

      Brigid didn’t have time to sling venom back at him. Their approach had been noticed.

      “So, you’re Phil and Melinda, huh?” asked one of the men in jumpsuits. Cage could only guess that this was Big Buck. His face was furry. Antlers jutted from his hair.

      Cage and Brigid exchanged glances.

      “Yes,” Cage said. “I’m Phil. This is…Melinda.”

      “Charity’s too nice. Giving jobs to topsiders…” Big Buck shook his head. “I know you guys got stuck here on your honeymoon, but Jesus. There are so many demons who live in the city who could use part-time jobs like this, and she’s letting it all flow out, just like Arawn.”

      Cage felt like he should apologize, but he wasn’t sure why. He wasn’t responsible for the economic situation in Shadowhold. It hadn’t even occurred to him that Shadowhold would have an economic situation until that moment.

      He was surprised when Brigid rested her hands on Big Buck’s arm. She was tall, so she shouldn’t have been able to make herself look as small and afraid as she did in that moment. “I’m so sorry. We had no idea that Charity’s generosity would put others out. I just—I don’t know what to do for the next month, you know? A month is a lot of time for humans in Shadowhold.”

      Big Buck shook her off, not unkindly. “Pick up your part of the crystal and come on.”

      There was an array of identical duffel bags waiting to be carried to the crack in the wards. Cage was surprised to see the payload separated like that, but it made sense once he picked one up. His shoulders ached with the weight of it. He couldn’t remember the last time that picking something up had made him feel tired.

      Brigid strained with her bag. Her face grew red.

      “I can carry both,” Cage said.

      “I’ll figure it out!” But she tugged and tugged, to no avail.

      “I was just telling you to trust people sometimes, Melinda,” Cage said. He pulled the handle out of her grip.

      He could lift it, barely, but having two duffle bags was almost too much. It kept him slow, leaving him in the back of the pack as the gang moved through Shadowhold. Brigid was the only person slower than he was. She kept a hand on his shoulder so that she wouldn’t fall, but she didn’t look happy about it.

      As they crossed through Shadowhold, Cage tried to pay only attention to the backs of the other men in the jumpsuits ahead of him. He didn’t look at the shadows surrounding them, so deep in the lightless cave, and wonder if Gutterman might be lurking.

      How long could Arawn take to tattoo one nightmare demon? At some point, they would stop having fun drawing on each other, and Gutterman would look for Cage.

      He walked faster.

      Brigid was a storm cloud rolling along beside him, the front of a hurricane heading for shore. “I see why we’re wearing jumpsuits,” she growled.

      Cage leaned around the shoulders of the men in front of him. The end of Scapula was filled with a slurry pit, a place where they dumped all the infernal effluence that collected in the gutters. The road just cut off, and there was a ten-foot drop to a football field-sized hole filled with a mountain of rotten meat and demon patties.

      Plumbing was difficult this deep in the rock, so a lot of people just threw buckets of crap out the windows. Cage had spotted a few crap-buckets when he’d been trying not to look for Gutterman. He hadn’t thought that he’d have to follow that horrible stench to its origin.

      The gang set their duffel bags down at the edge of the pit.

      “Let’s get ready to assemble,” Big Buck said. He unzipped his duffel bag, and the other demons followed suit.

      Cage moved more slowly. His acute shifter ears were picking up a distractingly off-key whine, and he didn’t need any auditory mnemonics to know what it meant. The wards were broken. Badly.

      Brigid’s pallor likely had more to do with the whine than the smell of the pit itself. As a planeswalker, Brigid would hear the universe outside leaking in.

      “You all right?” he asked, peeling the duffel bag open. The crystal fragment was brittle, almost crumbly. Cage bet that it would somehow hold together once all the pieces were combined. Demons were good at slapping together magic that looked impossible.

      “I can hear the scream of ley lines,” Brigid said through her teeth. “They stretched them too far trying to make Shadowhold impenetrable. They’re hurting.”

      “Ley lines hurt?”

      “They suffer,” she whispered.

      Big Buck began issuing loud commands to the group. “Now we have to assemble the crystal and switch it out for that one.” He pointed out at the pile of shit.

      In the middle, a stone pillar thrust from it all. A stone ladder was carved into its side. There was a lumpy orange crystal on top, and its crack was the reason that the wards were broken here.

      It was going to take a few minutes to put the crystals together and then for someone to get it out to the pillar. Cage pulled Brigid aside. “Can you planeswalk from here?”

      Her lips were the same ashy gray as her cheeks, which made it looked like she’d been living in Shadowhold for months already. “I need to get closer. Before they close the flaw.”

      Big Buck and three of his guys were patching together the crystals now. “It should be finished in its final position,” Big Buck said. “I need two volunteers to carry the halves out to the middle.” Cage couldn’t think of anything that he wanted to do less with his life. He would rather Gatling gun crystal shards out his butthole than carry it through that pit of effluence, even if it was the only way to escape.

      Until he heard the howling.

      It echoed throughout the cavern containing Shadowhold. At first, Cage almost thought that it was the wail of a baby or a woman having her throat slit. His gut told him different. These were wild dogs. But there weren’t wolves or coyotes down here.

      Some musty, distant memory from Cage’s public education brought the word Hounds to mind. Arawn was known for having Hounds.

      Cage had never known much about demon species, so it was hard to guess how dangerous Arawn’s Hounds might be. But Cage was gonna guess it was pretty bad, so he spoke up. “We’ll take the crystals to the middle.”

      The whole party looked at him in surprise and confusion. Including Brigid.

      “I’d rather take my chances with the dogs,” she hissed.

      But Cage was already hefting the two halves of the crystal. The entire thing must’ve weighed more than a car.

      The howling was getting closer.

      “I wonder what Arawn is hunting tonight,” Big Buck mused, scratching his furred chin seriously. “They sound worked up, but it’s the wrong season for the Wild Hunt.”

      Cage glanced over his shoulder in time to see a pair of leggy white Hounds skidding to a stop a block up Scapula. They were gorgeous beasts. Ghostly and slight, with legs that looked like little more than threads dangling toward the ground from furry bodies. They were wolves from his nightmares.

      Their eyes were focusing right on him.

      He unzipped his coveralls, ripped off the shirt from the uniform, and wrapped it around his chest. He put one of the crystal halves against his chest to help distribute the weight. Only then could he deadlift the other, clutching it to his belly. “Get on my back, Brigid!”

      She jumped on. Since he was already struggling to hold the crystal, her added weight and momentum pitched him forward.

      They fell over the edge of the street.

      They hit the shit.

      Cage sank up to his waist. On the bright side, the effluence was a lot shallower than he expected. On the downside, he was still treading on a mix of feces and solidified fat.

      “Oh God,” Brigid moaned. “I don’t like this. I do not like this. I do not like anything about this.”

      “You’re not the one whose dick is gonna smell like demon shit later,” Cage said.

      “I don’t have a dick!”

      “I know, you must be so jealous.”

      The ward crystal’s column was not far out. Under ordinary circumstances, even weighed down, he would’ve been able to reach it at a slow jog. But the thickness of the shit and the dizzying stench left him crawling.

      Meanwhile, the howls and yips were closing in.

      “Cage!” Brigid shouted. He could feel her shifting on his back to look behind them. She was jerking, gagging on the scent.

      “I know,” he said through gritted teeth. The Hounds were coming.

      He put all the effort he could muster into moving faster. They reached the ladder. He heard a couple of small splashes, and he looked over to see that the Hounds had dropped to the waste pit too. They look surprised to have sunk in. The Hounds were fighting to release their feet, shaking their paws wildly.

      “Close enough to the fissure?” Cage asked.

      Brigid’s hand stretched over his shoulder, as if to feel the air in front of him. “Get a little higher!”

      He supported both halves of the crystal in the same arm—which made him feel like he was cradling an elephant the size of Banana Bread—and he climbed using one hand and his feet. Centimeter by slow centimeter. The stench followed him up. If anything, the fumes seemed even stronger as he got higher. The air was hazy from it.

      The Hounds pulled themselves free. Now they leaped across the surface of the effluence without sinking in, agile on their spindly legs. Cage realized that their mouths were opening, necks extending, spines stretching out like taffy. They weren’t going to try to climb the column where the broken crystal rested. They were just trying to eat him off the side, like it was the stick and he was the lollipop.

      “Almost…” Brigid said, fingers straining at the air.

      Cage reached the top of the column. The flaw in the wards here was obvious: it looked like someone had taken an ice pick to the old crystal and chipped at it until a deep crack formed at the center. He shoved the broken crystal off, and it vanished into brown sludge with a low blop. He stood where it had been.

      Brigid screamed.

      The weight vanished from his back.

      “Brigid!” Case whirled, and he spotted Brigid clasped in the teeth of a Hound. It had bitten down on her abdomen, leaving puncture marks on her ribs like a shark on a surfboard.

      Shit. Literally.

      Cage dropped the pieces of the crystal on top of the pillar. They fused automatically. He didn’t care.

      He threw himself into the air, soaring hands-out toward the Hound.

      The Hound still hadn’t fully retracted its neck, so they collided in midair. He wrapped his arms around Brigid.

      Impact changed the direction of her fall. It flung them just a few meters closer to the wall of Shadowhold’s cavern.

      Brigid’s fingers bit Cage’s delts.

      The world pinched around them, narrowing to a point of light. The smell was gone. His heartbeat was gone, for that matter. He couldn’t breathe.

      For a long moment, he was just rushing through darkness, traveling toward that one-dimensional point of light that seemed to exist outside of traditional space.

      He would’ve screamed if he’d had a voice.

      Pop.

      Cage and Brigid collapsed upon the narrow street of Barcelona.

      Now they were in the middle of the road, and cars had stopped to honk angrily at them. The air was so much clearer here. The only reason that Cage could still smell the stench of the demon city was because he brought half of it on his clothes.

      He got up on his knees, wavering. It was incredibly jarring to have blinked in one place and opened his eyes in another. Jarring, but so cool.

      “Neat trick,” he said. And Brigid almost smiled.

      But opening his mouth had been a mistake, because then his stomach twisted, and he barfed all over the streets of Spain.
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      Unlike Cage, Brigid Byrne was not short on money. She only needed to place one call to Ameria before they dragged their smelly, bleeding carcasses to an upscale hotel room in downtown Barcelona.

      Cage piled the coveralls and the Elevator Gatekeeper uniform in the bathtub. The word “coverall” proved itself to be a misnomer. They didn’t actually cover all, and there was still poop on his ankles, wrists, and a few cracks where he was not enthused to have someone else’s shit. He stripped down to his skivvies and dumped everything into the bathtub. “Want to add anything, Brigid?” he called into the room.

      Brigid’s disgusting clothes slapped to the bathroom floor, hurled through the doorway. He scooped them up and tossed them into the tub, too.

      This was all of her clothing. Every last article of it.

      Including her underwear.

      “Well,” Cage said.

      He added his boxer briefs to the pile before setting fire to everything.

      “Those better be phoenix powers I’m smelling in there,” Brigid called. She sounded more tired than he’d ever heard her.

      “Phoenix powers put to the best use possible.” Cage had used just enough flame to get his thumb ring burning against his knuckle.

      Even though Cage was admiring his smoldering handiwork, he wasn’t so distracted that he didn’t notice Brigid appearing in the mirror behind him. She wore a sleek black robe cinched at the waist. She wasn’t a curvaceous woman, in much the same way that Cage was not particularly bulging and muscular; the robe made her look like a comfortable two-by-four.

      “Why aren’t you naked?” he asked.

      “Why are you naked?” Brigid asked.

      “We’re burning our clothes! I thought that we would both be naked!”

      “Please, for the love of the gods and everything that is holy, put on a damn bathrobe, Shatter.”

      He spread his arms wide to emphasize exactly how naked he looked. “I don’t know if you noticed, but I didn’t take anything to Shadowhold with me. I didn’t have time for shopping while I was there, either.”

      “This is an expensive hotel. There are robes in the closet.” Brigid was pinching the bridge of her nose, looking pained.

      She made sure that the hotel didn’t burn down while he found a robe. It seemed silly to put it on while he was still covered in crap, though. The bathtub would be smoldering for a while, so he claimed the enormous shower stall instead. Brigid still wasn’t looking at him, and Cage could only assume that it was because she was so wildly attracted to him and didn’t want to struggle with the urge to jump his bones.

      He stood halfway out the glass door. “I have to shower all this garbage off me.” He held up a courtesy loofah. “Want to join? I’ll scrub your back.”

      “No.” Brigid walked out of the room in a swirl of bathrobe, leaving behind nothing but that decadent lavender scent that followed her everywhere.

      Cage showered alone, sadly. He wasn’t surprised. Right now, he didn’t have anything, including the Death Underpants. Brigid wouldn’t want to screw him until she could screw him out of something.

      He used the entire bottle of courtesy soap and rubbed his body with the loofah so hard that he emerged looking redder than a strawberry. Not an attractive look, granted, but it was more attractive than being covered in crusty shit.

      The bathrobe felt like the kisses of clouds and butterflies and giggling babies over his skin. “Nice,” he said, tying the robe tight and twisting to look at his physique in the mirror. He looked pretty manly for a guy wearing a ladies’ bathrobe. He flexed at himself. The robe did nothing to give his arms the illusion of biceps. “Yeah, but how many bulging musclemen escaped Shadowhold today?” Cage asked his reflection.

      The answer was zero. The only people who had escaped Shadowhold that day were Cage and the gorgeous, angry, complicated woman who was sitting by the window when he emerged from the bathroom.

      Brigid’s chin rested on her hand as she stared out at Barcelona, looking troubled.

      “You’re quiet even for you,” he remarked, sitting on the end of the bed.

      She held up a jar of salve. “I’m in a lot of pain. I can’t reach the cuts on my back to treat them.”

      “All right, come on over.”

      Brigid shifted to the bed. She loosened the tie enough to allow the robe to slip over her shoulders, exposing lengths of soft skin. Cage’s physique was the equivalent of human spaghetti, but Brigid had been working out. Her back was downright sculpted. He could tell, even underneath all of the blood and the torn skin, of which there was a lot.

      In fact, when she moved, he thought he saw the glisten of bone amid all that torn skin.

      “Gods above, Brigid!” he exclaimed. “How did you get to be such a mess? You haven’t looked like you’re in pain at all.”

      “I’m flattered that you can’t tell,” she said in a tight voice. “I thought you’d be able to tell by my disinterest in having sex with you at the moment.” The implication being that she wanted to have sex with him.

      It was hard to feel good about the ego boost when he was looking down at the cuts on Brigid’s back. The only thing he could feel was the powerful urge to care for her—to reach deep beyond the barbed walls she erected to keep the world out and cradle the fragile heart he knew was in there somewhere. She would fight him on such kindness. Cage restricted himself to dipping his fingers into the salve and spreading it over her claw marks. He heard sizzling. He smelled camphor. Her muscles began visibly stitching together, covering the bone and slowing the bleeding.

      If magical salve was anything like shifter healing, it must have burned. She didn’t twitch or make a sound.

      “I was planning to betray you,” she eventually said.

      “Which time?” he asked, coaxing her sliced lats together so that the skin could join faster. “Aside from all the time.”

      “In the kennels. I had figured out a method to escape from mine, and I planned to leave without opening yours. I’d have left you to Gutterman.”

      “Oh yeah, I assumed as much,” he said calmly, while his soul turned into a thousand glass shards and barfed into his chest cavity. In truth, the idea had never occurred to him. Cage would double- and triple-cross Brigid until the demon cows went home to Hell, but not when it meant putting her life in danger. Cage made himself laugh, like he didn’t care about the bomb Brigid had just lobbed at him. “I mean, it makes sense you would betray me. You’re an awful human being.” His hand swept the hair off of her shoulders. It exposed the back of her swanlike neck, and even now he wanted to kiss the downy hair at her nape.

      She hissed when he smeared the salve over the bite marks on her scapula. “I’m telling you the truth, and this is how you thank me?”

      “Your truth is mean because you’re an awful human being.”

      “And to think I considered apologizing,” Brigid said.

      Cage turned her to face him. “Wait, really? You thought about apologizing?” He searched her beautiful face for signs of humor but found none. She might have been lying but she wasn’t teasing.

      “I’m not going to apologize now,” she said. Her eyes were red-rimmed. He hadn’t noticed that before.

      “But you thought about it.” His hand cupped her jaw, thumb tracing the line of her bottom lip. “Which means you do feel bad for thinking about betraying me. I don’t think you would have actually done it, would you?”

      Brigid’s eyes were flat. “I don’t understand why my moments of weakness arouse you so much.”

      “Because,” Cage said, “it reminds me why I fell in love with you.” He kissed her, a light brush over her bottom lip down to her jaw.

      She twisted her head away with an impatient grunt. “I don’t love you. I’m never going to love you.”

      “I’m going to spend the rest of my life fighting to change your mind.”

      “That’s pathetic.”

      “I’d rather be pathetic than lose you again,” Cage said. “I never should have set fire to your stuff. Life’s so much less fun without you.”

      She kissed him this time, and she wasn’t gentle about it. She was biting. Vengeful. Her fingers raked up the back of his head, caught his hair, and yanked hard.

      Cage slid his hand up Brigid’s ribcage, feeling the ridges of scars. There were many more than those she was already developing under the salve. Her torso looked like it had been struck by lightning—that treelike fractal pattern electricity burned into wood. It had healed white and pink. Judging by the way that she sighed at the touch of his hands, he assumed that the flesh remained sensitive.

      “What did this to you?” he asked, parting the sides of her robe. Her puckered nipples found their way into his palms.

      Her head drooped to his shoulder. “That’s not your problem.”

      “It could be, if you’d let me take care of you,” Cage said. “You don’t have to hurt this much all the time.”

      “Our lives are not compatible, Shatter.”

      “Why not?” He nuzzled the crook of her neck, inhaling the scent of her sweat. He savored her purr of satisfaction.

      “Well,” she murmured, her voice breathy in his ear, “your name is Shatter.”

      “I could change it before we send out wedding invitations so that people think you’re marrying somebody who doesn’t have a stupid name,” he offered.

      Brigid tensed against him. “There aren’t going to be any wedding invitations.”

      “It was a joke. I would never change my name for anyone, even you.” His business cards were going to look way too cool when he was canonized. An epic Hero deserved an epic name.

      “You’re barely even a real human being,” she said. “You are an overgrown child with delusions of being an action hero, whereas I have an actual career and goals.”

      “I have a career and goals,” Cage said.

      “And you’ll never accomplish any of it,” she said.

      Her words were like a sting from a taser right in his nuts. It wasn’t a sting of feeling insulted, but a sting of sadness. Brigid was so unhappy. Everything about her was so miserable and sharp edged and dark that even Cage’s relentless hunt for joy couldn’t penetrate it. She was perfect for this business, but this business wasn’t perfect for her. If she didn’t get out of it, she’d stop collecting scars and start etching a gravestone.

      “Maybe you’re right,” he said, lowering her to the bed.

      She relaxed into his arms as he cradled the back of her head in his hand, her thigh with the crook of his arm. Brigid’s hair spilled over the pillow, tawny as a lion’s mane, wild as the storm-tossed beaches of Phaethon Bay. Her eyes swam with troubled galaxies.

      He ran his hands up the inner sides of her arms, lifted above her head with her back arched so that her ribs left hollows that he could kiss. He kissed his way between her breasts, up her neck, and caught her wrists in one hand.

      He tugged a rope out of Brigid’s backpack, still lying beside the bed.

      “If we’re totally incompatible, then you definitely don’t want me to tie you up,” he said. “Right? I definitely shouldn’t tie you up right now?” His teeth nipped her chin. He devoured her responding gasp with his lips and massaged the hurt away with his tongue.

      She turned her head so that her cheek brushed against his hair. Her knees had spread, allowing him to press his robe-clad erection against her heated core, and she liked that. She was undulating in a slow rhythm against him.

      “Don’t stop,” Brigid said.

      That was consent. She wanted to be tied.

      He kissed the insides of her wrists before tethering her tightly to the bed. So tightly that she wouldn’t be able to twist her wrists free.

      He sat back on his heels and looked over her body, more perfect than he had ever seen it at any other point in their relationship. She was older now. She had wiry muscle. She had to pluck chin hairs. She was smiling at him like she’d never smiled at him before—like she was actually fond of this interplay between them. Even when he made her laugh, half the time she was just laughing at him.

      It was sort of embarrassing how aroused Cage got just looking at her like this. His robe had fallen open so that he couldn’t pretend to be chill. There was no hiding his arousal, which would have embarrassed no shifter, whether phoenix or wolf or squirrel.

      “Lick me,” Brigid ordered, like she did when they were in a different kind of scene.

      Cage lowered himself between her legs. He inhaled the scent of her curls. “You’re not trying to top from the bottom, are you?”

      Her thighs locked on either side of his head. “I can only ever top, Shatter. And you can only ever bottom. That’s why we fit so well.”

      “Gods, I love you Brigid,” he said.

      “I told you to lick me.” The darkness in her eyes was simultaneously troubled and hungry. If her hands had been free, she would have already grabbed his head and made him do exactly what she wanted. “Don’t make me wait.”

      He laved his tongue up her slit once, tasting her. She was so wet. He loved her so much. He already felt guilty.

      “Bad news,” Cage said.

      He hopped off the bed.

      Brigid realized things were awry instantly. Frankly, it was shocking that it had taken this long. “This isn’t funny, Shatter. Let me out.”

      “Sorry,” he said.

      Anger clouded the starlight in her glower. “You know I can just planeswalk right out of these? There are all sorts of ley lines stretched around Barcelona where they shouldn’t be. I can reach them from here.”

      “Okay, planeswalk out.” He dug through Brigid’s bag to search for clothes. She didn’t have anything that would fit him.

      Her face darkened with rage. “What did you do to me?”

      “I took a piece of the warding crystal from Shadowhold,” Cage said. “It’s tied up in those knots on the headboard. I figured that if one crystal that size was enough to keep a whole district secure, then just a shard would be enough to keep you down.”

      He was going to have to sneak out of the hotel naked and steal clothes elsewhere. This swanky place was definitely never going to invite him back.

      Before he could leave, he turned Brigid’s body gently to check her wounds. “Looks good, sweetheart. You’re all closed up. Don’t fight your bindings too hard for an hour, though—you’re still healing on the inside.”

      Brigid thrashed harder, trying to loosen the knots. “If you leave me like this, the next time we meet, I will murder you!”

      “No, you won’t,” Cage said. “Next time we meet, we’re gonna fuck until neither of us have any brains left.” He kissed her frowning lips, yanking back before she could bite his mouth off. “I had a beautiful date, honey. Let’s do this again soon.”

      He stepped out the front door into the hallway, and Brigid’s furious shouts followed him all the way to the elevator.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Cage escaped the swanky hotel naked, without getting arrested. He didn’t bother stealing nice clothes from there. He grabbed an FC Barcelona shirt and a pack of boxer shorts from one shop, then a fistful of euros from another. The hard part was finding a Shifter Services Station—what shifters colloquially called an S3.

      Shifters couldn’t take anything with them when they changed. Solutions like saddlebags were available, but Cage never shifted with enough advance warning to use them. He never shifted at all if he could avoid it. That was where S3s became useful.

      They offered everything that a lost shifter might need to restock. For a small fee, shifters could rent rooms to nap or shapeshift in, including kiosks that allowed them to contact family for assistance. Clothes and toiletries were available for free, usually donated by corporate sponsors who plastered their products in brand names. The walls were also flashing with ads at all hours of day and night. Some of the ads got pretty slick back home, where shifters were common. Holographic magic stuff.

      Such S3s were every block or two in Phaethon Bay, but there were only three in all of Barcelona, and he had to jog barefoot seven kilometers to reach the nearest. Like the S3s he knew at home, this one had donor clothes, so he got a free pair of shoes. It was a lot less fancy than the ones in Phaethon Bay, though. The holographic projectors were old. The ads flickered like a busted neon sign. And it looked like nobody had cleaned the windows since Genesis.

      It was good enough. The distant location also increased Cage’s likelihood of escaping Brigid. She’d figure out how to wriggle free—knowing her, sooner rather than later. And then she’d be on his ass like a valkyrie. No, worse than a valkyrie: a horny woman who’d been denied hot squirrel fucking.

      He was kind of disappointed when he checked in and didn’t get a sexy planeswalker crashing down on him.

      Cage sat himself in a kiosk and dragged the screen shut behind him before messaging Vex. “Is there any chance you can meet me in Paris? We have to nail Bastien Daladier.”

      He sat back to wait for a response. He’d used his stolen money to rent a room at the S3 for an entire hour, so there was no rush.

      Asking Vex to leave the apartment for an impromptu trip to France was a big ask. Whether he said yes or no, he’d surely need at least twenty minutes to panic over the idea.

      The responding message blipped through within moments. “Where in Paris?”
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        * * *

      

      Cage was on the other side of the ocean, so he couldn’t prevent Vex from selling one of his Venus Fly collector figurines to hire a planeswalker.

      They were reunited within six hours. Plenty of time for Cage to decide how, exactly, he was going to wrest the Death Underpants from the grip of his mortal foe, Bastien Daladier. Plenty of time to look up blueprints. Plenty of time to find a nice suit for Vex to “rent”—meaning that Cage stole it from a shop and would return it before leaving France, assuming that he wasn’t running for his life at the time.

      They arrived at Daladier Détective Privé in the damp morning hours. Anton Vex was drenched in sweat, and any shifter within a kilometer would smell the sharp tang of his anxiety. Infernal hormones were a powerful conductor.

      Being tucked inside his jacket, not that far from his armpit, meant that Cage was getting a noseful of his roommate. As much as he loved the guy, this was pushing the bounds of their relationship. Just a little.

      “Going inside right now,” Vex muttered, as though talking to himself.

      All Cage could do was stick his little squirrel nose out from behind Vex, peering at the lobby of Daladier Détective Privé. Although they were in a particularly green, overgrown part of France—thanks to the prevalence of local weather witches who were fond of warm rain showers—the sleekly minimalist office had been designed around a desert aesthetic. There was a xeriscaped garden inside the airy lobby. Cage smelled death on the leafless trees. The shape of the branches looked like the scars patterning Brigid’s body.

      Concrete benches flanked the dead gardens, which looked so cozy that Cage had exactly zero urge to relax there. And he was a damn squirrel. Even his animal brain was only thinking, Seriously?

      Fresh fear swept over Vex.

      “Gods, gods, gods,” he murmured, fidgeting on his feet. Vex had combed back his oily demon hair and looked as professional as he ever could.

      He still didn’t fit in this sterile space. He belonged among clutter, where his genius could flourish like mushrooms in forested underbrush. Cage knew it. Vex knew it. And the mismatch between man and office was only making Vex’s pulse hammer all the harder inside his chest.

      Vex was hurtling toward another panic attack.

      Forget the Death Underpants. He’d just have to steal them another way. It was wrong to put Vex through this much anxiety.

      Cage decided to grab him by the belt and drag him out of the lobby, but the urge came too late—they were approached by a trim man with chestnut hair and a constant pinched expression.

      Bastien Daladier was well-dressed in that sleek French way. Cage leaned toward manly Henleys and studded leather; Bastien gravitated toward earth-toned slacks and v-neck shirts and blazers. He wore designers. His fingernails were clean.

      Cage practically had a moral obligation to steal from this smug bastard that women considered “irresistible” and “having a real job and career opportunities” and “rich off family money so he can treasure hunt for fun, ruin the lives of artifact seekers like Cage, and sweep pretty ladies off their feet while doing it.”

      There was no world where these two men could be anything but enemies.

      Scumbag.

      “It’s such an honor to meet you, Mr. Vex.” Bastien extended his hand.

      Vex shook. “No mister, please.”

      “Do you prefer Anton?” Bastien gave a French accent to the name, like he was trying to hock a loogie.

      “Just Vex.” His voice shook. He was too honest to hide his level of distress.

      “Vex it is, then. Deep breaths, my friend.” Bastien seized Vex by the shoulders, and he took exaggerated inhales as if to demonstrate. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. We are friends here.” Vex must’ve managed to fake a facial expression that appeased Bastien because the Frenchman stepped back, clapping his hands with satisfaction. “Come, we shall discuss the job in my office.”

      Bastien’s office. Cage had seen the room most likely to be his office on the plans for the building, which he had reviewed on the train up to France. He mentally reviewed the ductwork leading between his office and the others. There were three rooms that might store the Death Underpants. He wanted to know exactly how to get between those storage rooms and Vex just in case something went wrong.

      Because something would almost definitely go wrong.

      Bastien Daladier was almost as good at that as Brigid.

      Their paths had crossed the first time during the Centre Pompidou heist. That was the time where Vex had blown up an entire wing of the museum so Cage could steal a pre-Genesis artifact on display—a notebook once used by the first-ever paper witch. Cage had been hired to hunt it down for an American coven.

      Bastien had been going for it too, but because he claimed it belonged to his grandfather.

      He hadn’t been thrilled when Vex blasted the museum. He hadn’t been thrilled to find the exhibit empty when he got there, either. And he was especially annoyed that Cage had set fire to the remainder of the exhibit to make a clean escape, which had destroyed a bunch of art donated by the Daladier family.

      Where Cage and Brigid had immediately hit it off as frenemies with benefits, Cage and Bastien had immediately become mortal foes. Fencing that notebook had been a pain in the ass with Bastien riding him. Cage had almost died twice.

      Cage had won the battle. He’d earned the eternal gratitude of a powerful coven and several charms to help him better masquerade as a phoenix.

      Bastien had walked away with a powerful grudge.

      As they walked up the hallway, Cage glowered at his rival thief’s back from within Vex’s jacket. He thought about sinking his squirrel teeth into that flat French ass and ripping the glute right off.

      Vex flapped his jacket, as though adjusting the lapels.

      That was Cage’s cue. The hallway was empty, and no one was looking at him.

      He’d have to bite Bastien’s ass off later.

      Cage gave Vex a little pinch with his furred fingers before slipping down his leg and behind a cement bench.

      Vex and Bastien entered an office. Cage waited behind that bench—a place maps showed as most hidden during guard rotations—and began the countdown in his head. The clock on the wall said it was just before nine. He had three minutes until guards changed.

      Even with the door shut, Cage’s acute shapeshifter ears picked up the conversation inside Bastien’s office.

      “I have to say, I was surprised to hear from you,” Bastien said. “I understand you reject all overtures. Making an exception for my group, considering who you currently work for, has piqued my interest.”

      “You scooped Cage on the Death Underpants,” Vex said. “I want to work for the best.”

      He was faking it, but it still stung to hear. Vex was never anything less than glowing. Not about Cage.

      “And Cage is the best,” Vex went on. “In so many ways, he is the absolute best. I always feel so safe around him, and I can trust him with anything, and—”

      “Then why the interview?” Bastion asked.

      “There’s still a lot that I have to learn about this business. I’d be interested in learning from you.”

      “You understand, you would not be able to share anything you learned here with Shatter Cage,” Bastien said. “In fact, this may be too much of a conflict of interest if you want to continue having a relationship with your current employer. He and I…”

      He never finished the sentence, but Cage could imagine what he was thinking.

      “I understand,” Vex said carefully. “In truth, you would have to make an amazing offer to lure me away from Cage. I don’t usually listen to offers because nobody can meet my needs. But you got into Shadowhold and got those Underpants before we did, so I’m open to listening.”

      “Well, I think you’ll find that we have an impressive business here...”

      The conversation continued, but guard rotation had begun, and it was time to run.

      Cage skittered down the hall, and he climbed to the third floor using his tiny claws to puncture the stucco. He skirted behind cameras and made his way to the first storage room.

      He reached it unseen, which he would’ve found a lot more gloat worthy if it hadn’t been filled with garbage. Pots, gems, a couple of no-name swords. It looked like Bastien had set up the room to protect some artifacts that he didn’t want to pawn for whatever reason. No big-ticket items.

      Cage had to check two more suspected storage rooms before finding the one with the Death Underpants. He got lucky—he saw a guard stepping out of the room and glimpsed the prize on a mannequin within before the door shut.

      The room with the Death Underpants was being guarded by two broad-shouldered men wearing gray suits. Their rings made Cage’s head buzz with enchantment. They were witches, like their boss, Bastien.

      Cage darted behind a bookshelf holding succulents and a single large book on maintaining xeriscaping. There was a vent low on the floor beside that shelf. He managed to unscrew it with his agile little hands and pried the metal off.

      The last screw hit the floor with a rattling sound. Cage didn’t wait to see if the guards would hear. He slipped into the ducts.

      Vex had told Cage that using the ductwork maneuver was a bad idea. That Bastien would expect invasion that way, and that everything would be warded. He said that it was just too obvious—something that every guy who broke into Bastien’s office would attempt.

      But Cage was already proving Vex wrong because he ran through the vents without feeling the slightest zap of magic.

      The ducts led into the secured room near the ceiling. Cage gripped the bars of the vent cover as though he were in a kennel again, searching the room for the death underpants.

      Now this secured room with a lot more interesting than the other ones. Even though he loathed Daladier, he still had to admit that his collection was almost as good as Silverclaw’s. A shield, a coat of chain mail, lots of things that looked real expensive.

      He scampered up to the mannequin and got his first real look at the Death Underpants.

      The pants were sewn from a man’s skin (penis not included) and stitched together with thick black thread running down the sides. It had a waist high enough to include the navel, although someone had punched a button into the flesh where it should have been, like the fly on jeans.

      When he’d seen the photos, Cage almost hadn’t believed that they were real. Who would make an artifact that screwed up?

      But there they were, as real as the whiskers on Cage’s face.

      And Cage couldn’t help but think that he would look pretty badass wearing them.

      Was human skin any worse than cow skin, really?

      The only way to get them off of the mannequin form was to unlace them midway. Cage had to scramble up and down the mannequin in order to loosen it. He peeled them down and was surprised by how thin they were. Almost papery.

      Cage was just trying to figure out how to get a good grip on the pants without damaging them when he heard the lock on the door beep.

      Someone was coming inside.

      Voices mumbled from outside the door.

      The lock clicked.

      There was no time to be careful. Cage hauled the Death Underpants into the vent and rushed to drag the legs in behind him.

      Shouts of alarm echoed through the still-open vent.

      They shouted in French. Cage didn’t understand a word of it, but he was pretty sure that they were talking about killing him.

      Cage gave up trying to be quiet, and he pounded through the ducts. His feet made scrabbling noises on the metal. He checked rooms as he flashed past them —offices, a lab, something that looked like an art gallery.

      And then he heard Vex’s voice. “What’s that?”

      “It is my mundane alarm system.” Bastien didn’t sound worried yet. “It has been malfunctioning at times, so it’s likely nothing. My men will initiate the destruction protocol if they find an actual intruder.”

      Destruction protocol? Cage hadn’t seen anything about that on the plans.

      A wave of heat swept up the vent, even though it was much too warm outside to turn on the heater. Then the metal shook. Bright light shone upon his tail, casting his shadow on the vent ahead of him.

      Cage twisted to look back. Over the rumpled Death Underpants, a fireball was rolling with eerie slowness up the vent. It looked slow and hot enough to burn away everything inside. It wasn’t going to miss a single hair.

      Or a single squirrel.

      Bastien leapt to his feet at the thumping. He whirled on Vex. “They’ve begun the destruction protocol. What did you do?”

      Cage punched out the vent, tumbling into Vex’s lap. He hoped that he was so tangled in leather that Bastion wouldn’t get a good look at him.

      “I’ve got you!” Vex whispered.

      Then Cage was getting swept up into Vex’s jacket again, a protective demon arm locked around him. Bastien had drawn a gun in one hand and magic foamed over his other hand. He almost looked remorseful—like he was going to regret killing Vex, but he was still definitely going to kill Vex.

      “I should have known,” Bastien said. “I’m more disappointed in myself.”

      “Oh gods, I’m so sorry!” Vex said, cringing away from the witch.

      Bastien suddenly gasped. His hands went limp—flames darkening, gun falling to the floor. His face went pale. Cage thought that Vex was force-choking him at first.

      Then Daladier began twitching wildly, slapping at his underarms, twisting as though trying to escape invisible hands. Bastien let out a desperate laugh. It escalated to a giggle, and then a shriek, and the highest-pitched protests that Cage had ever heard from an adult. The witch kept seizing.

      Vex was using his visceral illusion to make Bastien feel like he was being tickled to death.

      It was hilariously incapacitating, but it wouldn’t stay that way for long. Nobody expected tickles out of nowhere. Once Bastien realized what was happening, he’d figure out how to mentally vault over Vex’s attack.

      Vex squeezed Cage tight, got a better grip on the Underpants, and raced for the front doors of Bastien’s office. Cage’s view against Vex’s chest was limited, so he could only hear the gunfire and the explosions behind him. Vex shouted more apologies, and the gunshots stopped. Bastien’s guards giggled even harder when Vex applied the force of his illusions to them.

      Metal shields rolled over the front door. Surely once those locked in place, there would be no escaping.

      Cage chattered in panic. Do you see it? Are we trapped?

      Vex put on a burst of speed. He threw himself at the door, dropped to his knees, and slid.

      The two of them smashed through the glass at the bottom of the door. They tumbled onto the lawn in a mess of burning infernal blood and tinkling glass shards. Vex was saying, “Ow! Ow!”

      And then the blast shields slammed shut. The building was locked down.

      But Cage and Vex had the Underpants.
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      They were on the first jet back to Phaethon Bay.

      “Are you sure this is the best way to travel right now?” Vex asked in a tiny voice. He’d shrunk into his airplane seat so that he was as small as he was physically capable. Sweat rolled from his demon brow. It was tinted crimson, the same color as his eyes before he’d permanently glamoured them.

      “There’s no way that a witch like Bastien doesn’t know the local planeswalkers. We’re safer here anyway—he’s never going to think to look for us on an airplane,” Cage said.

      “Can I get you anything to drink?” asked the flight attendant. She was a lean human wearing a jumpsuit appropriate for their ascent to the upper atmosphere.

      Flights between continents only took an hour or two these days—so much faster than the airplanes of Cage’s childhood. He remembered needing an hour to get from Portland to Sacramento in his school days, before the Ethereal Coalition popularized low orbit travel. What a yawn and a half. He had no clue how folks used to put up with air travel. “I’ll take a Coke,” Cage said. “Water for my friend, please. And maybe earplugs? Extra pillows?”

      She took a packet of earbuds out of her pocket, fingers brushing against Cage’s as she passed them over. “Your friend doesn’t like flying, huh? It happens to the best of us.”

      Vex lifted his eyes to hers and smiled. He didn’t realize how that smile could destroy women, so he always had the charm on full blast.

      Except this woman wasn’t stunned by Vex’s attractiveness. In his panic, he had forgotten to keep the eye on his forehead shut. A slit of the eye was visible, including his strange pupils, and now the flight attendant knew they had a demon on board.

      Offended heat unfolded in Cage’s breast. “Water and blankets,” he said, “right the fuck now.”

      The flight attendant’s mouth pinched into a frown. She walked away.

      Cage didn’t even wait for her to get out of earshot before starting his rant.

      “People are so racist,” he said in a low, heated voice. “So racist! She is such a dumb bitch! I hate her! We never should’ve flown!”

      Vex’s black-nailed hand patted Cage on the forearm. “She was just looking.”

      “She was looking with very mean eyes!”

      “Many people do worse than look,” Vex said quietly. “She’s scared. It’s not her fault.”

      “Don’t you try to defend bigotry against you,” Cage said. “Not after everything that this world has inflicted on you.”

      Demons had never been as common in Europe as in America, but now the entire world had heard rumors that American demons were out for chaos and anarchy and violence. The demons hadn’t done a lot to comfort people—they’d taken control of five states in Southwestern America and seceded.

      Cage wouldn’t disagree that the secession was wrong. But Vex wasn’t like those in the Badlands. He was a North American Union citizen, born on the right side of the border and with as many family ties within the country as Cage. More, even, since Vex had a huge family around Phaethon Bay.

      But people weren’t rational about demons. They only saw invaders—usurpers.

      That was why it had been easy to justify interning demons like Vex twenty years earlier. Poor Vex, gentle child that he’d been, had spent more than a year in a North American Union internment camp. Vex’s parents had lost their jobs. His siblings had been yanked out of school. And Vex had been left with debilitating anxiety that prevented him from going into public.

      If Cage could have, he would’ve punched the entire world in the nose to make them realize that Vex was harmless. And awesome. Vex was incredibly awesome.

      Instead, they got spare blankets and earplugs lobbed at them by the flight attendant as she hurried past.

      “This trip is only going to take a hundred minutes according to the screens,” Cage said, rolling the earplugs in his fingers and popping one into Vex’s ear. When Vex got really anxious, just like this, he forgot to take care of himself. “Do you think you can do a hundred minutes?”

      The demon’s gaze was awash with as much embarrassment as gratitude. “I don’t have a choice. They won’t stop taxiing so I can get out.”

      “No, but you don’t have to be conscious for this,” he said. “I stole Methaqualone out of the flight attendant’s back pocket when she wasn’t looking. You could sleep for the flight!” He opened his hand to show the little black pills on his palm.

      “I can’t sleep. We have to talk about our cargo.” They had stuffed the Death Underpants in a carry-on bag. Somehow, Vex had gotten it through security. Probably a warlock thing.

      “If you’re sure,” Cage said. He eyed the Methaqualone.

      “You probably shouldn’t take them either,” Vex added.

      Cage rolled his eyes and pocketed the stolen pills. They didn’t do much against his shifter metabolism anyway.

      The plane took off and the world dwindled outside the window. The bulkhead was so insulated that Cage barely felt the g-forces. They were in a private luxury compartment, bought with the rest of Vex’s Venus Fly money. It was the only way to travel with Vex. If they’d had to stand in the general passengers’ compartment, which was more like a bus with its benches and handholds, Cage wasn’t sure Vex would’ve made it home without a heart attack.

      “When we touch down, you should go straight to Vinglahof,” Vex said. “Don’t even stop at home. Even if Bastien doesn’t know what fell into my lap from the vents, he’s going to know that you’re involved somehow. We’ve got to unload these before Bastien or Gutterman catches up with us.”

      Cage set the water bottle in Vex’s cupholder and threw the blanket over him. “Are you comfortable?”

      Vex’s lips were colorless. “Not really.”

      “One hundred minutes,” Cage said.

      “What if they decide to throw me off the plane before that?” he whispered.

      “They won’t.”

      “It’s happened before.”

      Last year, a bunch of witches had ganged up on a demon and shoved her out of a hyperloop pod in motion—which should have been impossible. But tell that to the demon smeared against the inside of a vacuum tube.

      People still feared demons that much.

      “It won’t happen here,” Cage said in a heated voice. “If they try, I’ll go full phoenix and set fire to all of them.”

      Vex gave a shivering, unamused laugh. “You can nibble their ankles while I’m falling to my death.”

      Cage gripped Vex’s hand as tight as he could. The warlock wasn’t fragile. He could take the force of a shifter’s fingers, easily. Vex squeezed back even harder, so hard that his forearm shook, and Cage felt the pinch of black demon claws on the back of his hand.

      “You could just make them all feel like they’re being tickled too,” Cage suggested.

      “Never. If I used my powers to control the public, it would make everything worse for demons everywhere.” He squeezed his forehead eyelid shut. “Okay, we need a plan. Gotta get to Vinglahof without being caught. That means evading surveillance. If I get back to my computers—but they’ll be looking for me, so I’ll have to be careful not to get followed too—”

      “I’m just going to have to run. No big deal. As soon as I get these pants to Vinglahof, I’m gonna get my new hire bonus to pay off Gutterman, and Bastien can try to steal the Underpants from the next owner.” Cage pulled the carry-on from under his seat, unzipping it. The shriveled, tan flesh of the Death Underpants looked even creepier when they weren’t obviously pants. “What powers do they have? I think it was in the dossier.” He hadn’t planned on using them, so he hadn’t paid much attention to those details.

      “The Death Underpants make money,” Vex said.

      “How?”

      “You wear the pants, you reach into the pocket, you pull out money. It’s infinite but not limitless. You can only remove a ‘handsome sum’ at any one time—the specific amount depends on what currency you want—and there’s an hour cool-down time between each withdrawal.”

      Cage’s stomach did cartwheels. “That’s not going to help with Daladier.”

      But it could help with Gutterman.

      He unbuckled, got up, and yanked off the shorts he’d stolen earlier.

      “You just had an idea, didn’t you?” Vex asked.

      “Yes, but I also want to try these on. You know I look great in leather.” Cage yanked on the Death Underpants. Which meant he was wearing some other guy’s butt-skin stretched over his bare ass.

      He plunged a hand into the pocket and withdrew a ‘handsome sum’ of NAU dollars.

      “What, no northcoin?” Cage asked the wad of cash in his fist.

      Vex inspected the stitching along the thigh of the Death Underpants. There were still hair follicles over the quads. Whoever had gotten skinned must have been hairy as hell. “This quality of needlework looks medieval to me. We’re lucky it can produce modern currency at all. I wonder if the magic could be tweaked to digital currency?”

      “We’re not going to have them long enough to experiment.” He gave the money to Vex. “This is a handsome sum, but not even a fraction of what Gutterman wants. It’s useless to me.” Cage wiggled his fingers in the pocket again. No more money. “Waiting an hour sucks.”

      “You also have to take the underpants off between each withdrawal to reset them,” Vex said.

      “This is the fussiest dead man’s butt-skin I’ve ever worn.” He wiggled the pants off with a measure of relief. He did look great in leather, but human leather was pushing it. “At least you can buy your memorabilia back with that one withdrawal.”

      Vex licked his thumb and counted the money again. “Thanks, man. I really appreciate this. I didn’t mind selling that stuff to help, but...”

      “You love all your collectibles. I get it.” He stuffed the pants back into the duffel and pushed it under the seat.

      Cage was still bent over, naked from the waist down, when the flight attendant checked on them.

      “Do you need any—oh my gods!” She jerked back, eyes wide, mouth open. After she swallowed hard, she said, “You have to remain clothed on the flight, sir. I’ll have to ask you to dress again.”

      “Working on it,” he said. “Try knocking next time.”

      “I just...” She seemed to run out of steam for thinking of professional things to say. She shut the door and walked away.

      Cage pulled on the shorts before flopping into the chair.

      Vex was laughing again, but it was strained. “We’re both going to get thrown off the flight.”

      “I’d rather die with you than live with anyone else.” He put his seatbelt back on and fidgeted with the buckle. “I’m sorry I asked you to leave the house for this, but I’m really grateful you did.”

      Vex squeezed his hand. He shrunk down in the blanket.

      It was a quiet flight home from there—a brief respite before the last leg of the race began.

      Cage didn’t have as many backup plans as usual, but at least he had one plan: reach the ground and run like hell. It was a start. And as long as nothing went wrong, maybe everything would go exactly right and he wouldn’t need more plans.
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        * * *

      

      Cage’s one and only plan was destroyed the moment he debarked in Phaethon Bay. Silverclaw’s niece, Kleio, was waiting for him in the terminal—and judging by the briefcase handcuffed to her wrist, she expected to get the artifact immediately.

      He’d messaged Kleio on the plane but hadn’t expected her to show up this fast.

      Cage signaled to Vex behind his back. It was a nonsense motion, a flapping hand, but Vex understood exactly what he was trying to say. Strange person. Don’t come over here. Through the corner of his eye, Cage watched Vex taking a sharp turn toward baggage claim. The Death Underpants were in the carry-on over his shoulder.

      “Well?” Kleio asked as soon as Cage sauntered up to her, grinning.

      “Great news,” he said. “I got us the Underpants. We win, I get the job, and you get to stay with Silverclaw Cult because you were awesome enough to recruit me.”

      Kleio popped her gum. “Great. Give them to me.”

      “Happily. First you give me the bonus money for getting hired.”

      “Uh, no,” she said. “That’s not how this works.”

      “Amazon doesn’t drone ship my weekly delivery of acorn brittle until I pay for it, and you don’t get the pants until you pay for them,” Cage said.

      “Why do you get a weekly delivery of acorn brittle?”

      “It’s delicious. I’ll bring some in for you to try once you’ve given me the money for the Underpants.”

      Kleio huffed. Her breath made her bangs—which were currently translucent fuchsia that looked like fiber optics—blast up off of her forehead, exposing a star tattoo near her hairline. “The contract says when you get paid. That happens on your first paycheck, which happens on the first day of the first month after you’re hired. You’re not hired until the artifact gets to the buyer. Did you read the contract?”

      Cage didn’t let his smile falter even a little bit. He hadn’t read the contract, really. Who had time for that?

      He couldn’t evade Gutterman until the first day of the next month.

      But he could withdraw a handsome sum of money from those pants every hour, for days, until he could repay Gutterman.

      Assuming he didn’t give them up.

      “I understand the payment schedule,” Cage said.

      “Great. Give me the artifact.”

      “That’s gonna be a problem.”

      Kleio’s gum fell out of her mouth. She scrabbled in an attempt to catch it before it hit the ground and failed. “You just said that you have them. You warned me that you would have them. That’s the reason I’m here!”

      “Things got complicated on the other side of the pond. You know Bastien Daladier?”

      “I don’t like working, but I’m not a complete idiot about my industry,” Kleio said. “Of course I am familiar with Silverclaw’s less-ethical Iago.”

      “You mean like from that old cartoon? The parrot?”

      She massaged her closed eyelids with her fingertips. “Some people get brains, some people get looks, some people get the body.”

      Cage broadened his smile. “You don’t often meet the full package, do you?”

      “I don’t often meet someone who didn’t get any of it.” Kleio put another piece of gum into her mouth and began chewing wetly. “How did things get complicated?”

      “I couldn’t risk transporting the Underpants personally. Can’t risk Bastien Daladier scooping our grab.” Cage’s thoughts went wild, like a squirrel in a wheel. Need money. Need the pants. Also need to get this job without dying. “Given the added factors, we should take the Underpants directly to the buyer.”

      “No buyer for this. It’s more of a gentlemen’s agreement. Silverclaw wants somebody to owe him a favor.” Kleio eyed Cage suspiciously. “You’re not trying to fuck with us, are you? Because if you’re trying to fuck with us—and I work with a lot of thieves, so you wouldn’t be the first—none of us are going to have a very fun weekend. And I’m supposed to go to Daedalus Festival this weekend. If you ruin that for me—”

      “I’ve got seven different Razors jerseys from the last fifteen years. I am not going to blow my chance to work for Silverclaw.” He was just going to make Silverclaw wait a few extra hours to get his artifact. There was nothing wrong with that.

      Kleio rolled her eyes and tapped her ear. “Uncle Claw? Can we set up a time to deliver the artifact to Lucifer directly?” She listened to her uncle on the other end of the line, then turned back to Cage. “My uncle says we can do it if I’m with you. Does it seriously have to go down like this?”

      “Unless you want me to lose the artifact and destroy both of our cushy futures working for Silverclaw Cult.…” Cage shrugged.

      She stomped her foot and whined, a hand over her ear so that her uncle wouldn’t hear it. “Gods! I can’t believe you’re the best I could recruit!”

      “I feel like you don’t like me very much.”

      “I hate anyone trying to make me work,” she snapped. She took her hand off of her ear. “Send me details for the meet up as soon as you get a hold of Lucifer.” Kleio hung up and headed for the hyperloop at maximum speed, clear plastic coattails flapping behind her.

      His phone buzzed. It was Vex, so he answered. “Are you okay?”

      “I called Gutterman. He’s willing to meet and clear your debt if you bring sixty thousand northcoin, or two million dollars,” Vex said.

      Cage did the calculations real quick. He would need to wear the pants at least six separate times in order to extract enough cash to pay Gutterman off.

      Six hours in another man’s butt-skin.

      “Keep up with me!” Kleio shouted.

      He leaped to join her in line at the station. “We don’t have to stick together all night, do we?” Cage asked, lowering his phone. “It could take a while to arrange things with Lucifer. Do you want to be stuck with me that long?”

      “You’ve got a point.” Kleio’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t want me to see how you transported the Death Underpants, huh? You’ve done something weird with them.”

      “You caught me,” he said.

      “Fine,” she said. “Bug off. But know that I’m gonna kill you long before Bastien if you fuck with me.”

      “I’d rather fuck with a t-rex.” Cage lifted his phone to his ear again. “Still there?”

      “Gutterman wants to arrange a meeting,” Vex said. “Tonight. He says you can pick the time and place.”

      The doors to the hyperloop slid open, and people began sitting in pods four at a time. Each zinged off with a happy sigh of magetech as soon as they were filled. Kleio was about to get into one when she paused, tapping her ear again. She must have been getting another call.

      “Hi again, Uncle Claw,” she said, jerking Cage out of line so other people could occupy the pod. “Imaji Nation? At ten o’clock tonight?” That was only four hours away. After another moment, Kleio said, “Okay. We’ll see you there.”

      Four hours wouldn’t be nearly enough time to get cash for Gutterman. By his math, he’d need at least six.

      “Then I guess we’re set,” Cage said faintly.

      “See you at Imaji Nation at ten tonight.” Kleio fixed him with a look so fierce that he was surprised his skin didn’t leap off his body and shrivel into leather like the artifact. “You better show up attired properly. I have a reputation to protect. Don’t make me look stupid.”

      She slipped into the last pod, leaving Cage standing on the platform to wait for the next bunch. “Did you hear that?” he asked Vex, his hand so tight on his phone that his knuckles ached.

      “Imaji Nation. Ten o’clock tonight,” Vex repeated. He’d heard everything over the open line. “So, I’ve got a really bad idea. Wanna hear it?”

      “Tell Gutterman to meet us at the same time, and get as much money out of the Death Underpants as possible before we have to turn them over to Lucifer? Then immediately try to pay off Gutterman?” Cage asked.

      “It’s like you read my mind.”

      Including the part where it was a really bad idea. “Make the arrangements,” Cage said. “But one quick question before you go; What’s appropriate attire for Imaji Nation?”
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      Cage could think of a few outfits less agile than a corset and heels, but not many. Unfortunately, it turned out that Imaji Nation was a glittering drag club popular among the upper crust. Come as you aren’t would have been their motto if the club hadn’t been too cool for mottos. So Cage showed up wearing a corset, borrowed from a neighbor down the block, along with a matching pair of knee-high boots.

      He had initially planned to borrow a pair of pumps from his neighbor too, but it turned out that Vex had heels of his own already.

      “The chunky heel is easier to walk on,” Vex had explained. He’d gone through a glam rock phase when he was a teenager. Cage had seen photos of how adorable and glittery the demon had looked. He’d been hiding his species back then too, but he’d integrated his scales by using gaps in the gold lamé costume. He’d looked awesome.

      It was a shame that it wasn’t Vex heading into Imaji Nation that night. As with most things, Vex would have been much better suited to this. Assuming that he didn’t have a crippling fear of humans.

      That crippling fear meant Cage had to lift his chin high and strut his stuff among a crowd who could’ve been guys or gals or somewhere in between or nowhere at all on the gender spectrum.

      People were playing with species presentation too. Some golden eyed shifters were dressed in flowing sidhe silks, and it was hard to tell if those were real breasts or glamours underneath the gauze. Witches swirled through the crowd wearing long tails clipped to dresses patterned with animal spots. A horned woman was wearing fake wings—or at least Cage thought they were fake. She didn’t look like an angel.

      “I’m so jealous,” Vex said wistfully, watching through Vision. Cage was wearing a cape. It looked cool with the corset and gave him a stiff collar where the little eyeball could hide.

      Vision didn’t really need to be hidden. Imaji Nation grew weirder and weirder as Cage moved deeper through a labyrinth of stylized rooms. Witches juggled balls of fire among an ocean of suspended glass, while vampires sold home-milked venom at the bar. Weirdest of all, everybody here was openly packing heat. Cage saw a shocking number of guns and blades. He even spotted staffs that marked their holders as spellswords and paladins.

      “Nice familiar,” remarked the hostess waiting at the podium when Cage approached. She had noticed Vision.

      “How did you see him?” Cage asked.

      “Mandatory scanning,” she said. “We saw two life forms on you, so it wasn’t hard to figure out where your company was hiding. It’s not like you could fit anyone else in those snug pants of yours.” She winked.

      Man, she would not be winking if she knew what I was hiding under these pants.

      The hostess showed him to his table once he gave his name—the name that Kleio had told him to use. As far as codenames went, Amadeus Claw was among the cooler of them. If Cage hadn’t already had such a great hero name, he’d have been thinking about taking it permanently and pretending that he was Silverclaw’s son.

      A man was already waiting at Cage’s table. He was handsome and square jawed, with hair slicked to the side like an old movie star’s. He waved when Cage approached.

      “Are you from Gutterman?” Cage asked, extending his hand for a shake.

      “Seriously?” the strange man asked. Only when he rolled his eyes and groaned did Cage realize that this was Kleio in male drag. Looking like a human male instead of a girly cartoon character didn’t make Kleio’s posture less insolent. She still flopped around like a fish dying of annoyance.

      “Gods, you pull that look off,” Cage said. He yanked up on the top of his corset again, making sure his man-breasts weren’t going to pop out. “You really look like a dude.”

      “Well, this is basically how I looked for the first fourteen years of my life, so it’s easy to slip back into it.”

      “Oh, so are you a trans woman?”

      Her upper lip curled. “That is such an intrusive question. Rude.”

      “We’re in a drag bar, and I taped my pecs so that they resemble cleavage,” Cage said. “Can we really be TMI here?”

      “Obviously you can, since you’ve offended me.” She made a gagging, disgusted noise. “Not that it’s any of your business, but when I was born things looked ambiguous, and it took me a while to figure out my gender. I lived as a guy for a long time. My hormones can make me grow facial hair too. But I’m a girl, so I haven’t looked like this in years, except for special occasions.”

      “That’s cool,” Cage said. “I like your hair a lot.”

      “I like your fake boobies,” Kleio said. “Now, who’s Gutterman?”

      Oh yeah. Cage had asked her if she was with Gutterman at first sight, and he was supposed to be there for Lucifer. “Gutterman? Who’s Gutterman?”

      “He’s only one of the biggest crime lords in Phaethon Bay, that’s who.” Kleio sounded especially dry when she dropped the pitch of her voice to a more masculine tenor. “I guess the better question is, why do you expect to see someone from Gutterman here?”

      Cage squirmed in the booth’s seat. Normally he wasn’t this uncomfortable in leather, but normally he wasn’t wearing two layers of leather at the same time. “Okay, so I agreed to meet Gutterman tonight.” He cleared his throat. “Because…”

      He waited.

      Vex’s voice came over the Link. “Stall your answer. I’m researching Gutterman’s legit business dealings.”

      Cage was gonna be shocked if Vex found anything.

      “What have you got happening with Gutterman?” Kleio asked impatiently. “Like I said, I work with a lot of thieves. Nobody keeps their nose clean. So tell me right now, because this is the closest you might get to amnesty.”

      “That’s awfully generous of you,” Cage said instead of telling the truth, because Vex was still urging him to delay.

      “Any expert in being lazy knows that sometimes the best way to be lazy is to get ahead of the work. I fix this now, you get recruited. But if you get caught later having dealings with Gutterman, we both lose our jobs.” She leaned on the table between them, suddenly intent. “Come clean.”

      Vex began speaking hurriedly into Cage’s ear. “Gutterman refurbishes equipment for white hats. He sends proxies to those sales so he doesn’t scare the crap out of his clients at his warehouse.”

      Cage paraphrased Vex smoothly. “He was selling a warded flamethrower that works in the Middle Worlds. He offered me a good deal on it, so I’m supposed to meet his proxy for payment tonight.”

      “You know that we’re going to equip you with anything you need, right?” Kleio asked.

      “I bid on the flamethrower before I got your job offer.”

      Kleio shook her head, but this answer seemed to satisfy her well enough. She flagged down a staff member to order another drink. “Give me a sex on the beach this time,” she said. She eyeballed Cage and said, “And a mai tai for the lady here.”

      “I think I’m gonna have to go powder my nose before I can fit anything else in this corset, if you catch my drift,” Cage said, patting his cinched waist. “My drift is that I have to go take a huge dump. Huge dump.”

      “I didn’t need to know that.” Kleio pulled her phone out. She wasn’t even looking at him when she said, “I swear to God, Cage, if you fuck this up for me, I’m going to make it my life’s work to ruin your life. I’ll hunt you to the fucking grave.”

      “Cool,” he said.

      Cage caught sight of a familiar face in the crowd. Brigid. She presented herself as feminine as she usually did, though her makeup was so strong and her neckline so shockingly low that he could have believed that she was a guy in drag. Who but a heterosexual man would want a woman to show off that much titty?

      A woman who wanted to be able to distract a heterosexual man, probably.

      She’d come to blow the deal for Cage.

      He wasn’t surprised that she’d escaped her bindings. But how had she learned that tonight was the exchange? Brigid was much too good at her job.

      He stood and edged his way out of the booth. “Kleio, if you want to ruin my life, you’re gonna have to get at the back of a very long line.”

      She lifted her cocktail in a silent salute.

      Cage’s mind whirled as he searched for the bathrooms.

      The game wasn’t over until the artifact was in Lucifer’s hands. It wasn’t too late for Brigid to get the artifact from him and win the job, and that would be such a Brigid thing to do.

      “We’re in trouble, aren’t we?” Vex asked.

      “Oh yeah,” Cage said. It was already a complicated night. Paying off Gutterman and delivering the pants to Lucifer without either crossing paths was near impossible. Add Brigid to the mix, and Cage’s chance of getting out employed and alive was close to zero. “Can you keep watch on Kleio’s table? Send me a message if Lucifer or Gutterman shows up?”

      “No problem.” Vision zoomed back the way they’d come, and Cage got a weird sizzle down his spine knowing that he wasn’t being watched anymore. Not by Vex.

      He found the bathrooms down a hallway with mahogany wainscoting and red velvet wallpaper. The bathrooms were non-gendered here. Each stall was like a small, private room, with a mirror, toilet, and sink.

      Cage almost made it into the first one before Brigid grabbed him by the back of the neck and shoved him inside.

      She slammed the door behind them.

      “Wow, Brigid,” Cage said, drinking in the sight of her. “You…”

      She rocked that slinky dress like a fitness model, but there was a hint of classical beauty that made Cage remember a Vermeer he’d stolen. He sure missed the money he had gotten from fencing that painting.

      He’d still have rather had Brigid than the prize.

      “Wow,” he finished.

      “You look great too,” Brigid said, eyes sweeping down his body. Her mouth tugged into a smile.

      “You’re not in drag,” he admonished.

      “I’m always in drag. The difference is that I don’t do drag for gender presentation. I do it for humanity. I dress up and act normal so that people will think that I am like them, with the ability to feel guilty for doing terrible things.” She was stalking closer, heels clicking against tiled floor, and Cage didn’t realize he was backing up until the boning of his corset hit the sink.

      “You’re one of the most human people I know,” Cage said. “You can’t even set fire to anything with your mind. That’s about as human as it gets.”

      She fisted his collar, shoving her face into his. “If you think that I won’t get revenge for the humiliation you made me suffer earlier—”

      “You mean the completely proportionate response to what you did to me?”

      “It’s not about who deserves what, Shatter,” she said in a silken purr. “It’s about who can take what. It’s about conquerors and people who are conquered. It’s about using weapons people can’t see to survive, because those weapons can never be taken away from you.” She banged a knuckle on his temple. “Your mind. If you’d used it, you’d know that I am not a woman that you want piss off.”

      “Hey,” he said, “right now, I am also a woman you do not want to piss off. Why can’t we just get along? The game of cat and mouse is how we flirt, it’s how we—”

      “I am not flirting anymore.” Her voice was dead. Her galaxy eyes were blank. “Where are the Underpants?”

      “Earth,” Cage said. “In the NAU.”

      “Even you aren’t disgusting enough to put those on,” she muttered, dropping her gaze to his outfit. He had paired the corset with leather pants, tailored to his size perfectly. They weren’t women’s clothes, but nobody needed to know that.

      She reached for his fly, and his breath quickened.

      Her gaze flicked back up to his. “This is not turning you on.”

      “Yeah, no, definitely not turning me on.” He was already halfway to erect. He unbuttoned his pants and let her see the fleshy color of the underpants underneath.

      “And here I thought that you weren’t as freaky as I am,” Brigid said, lifting her eyebrows.

      “Look, I’m in trouble. Deep trouble,” Cage said. “I took out a business loan from Gutterman and don’t have the money to repay him.” He reached into the underwear.

      “What are you doing?” Brigid asked, eyes fixed on his hand dipping behind the braided leather cords.

      Cage pulled out a wad of cash—the biggest wad of cash that he could summon. Stacks and stacks of thousand dollar bills. “This underwear generates money once an hour. I’m trying to clear my debt with Gutterman before he kills me, so…” He stuck the cash in his hip bag, along with the rest he’d gotten. He was getting close to one-point-five million. Vex would still have to flip an entire room of collectibles to cover the rest in northcoin.

      She trailed her fingertips along his collarbone, arched above the curves of his corset. “Is that all the money you need?”

      “Not even close. And it’s really awkward, but I have to take the pants off in between hourly withdrawals too. So if you don’t mind…” He eyed the bathroom door behind Brigid meaningfully.

      She grabbed the bathroom door handle.

      And she locked it.

      “Can I extract money too?” She pulled his face closer while her other hand crept to the waistband. Her fingernails slipped under it, tracing along the line of Cage’s abdominals, and the muscles tensed as if to escape her fingers. Heat blushed over his exposed chest and throat.

      Brigid’s hand trailed along the line of his growing erection, just to the side of the velvety skin sheltering his testicles. Cage shuddered.

      Her hand withdrew. “No money?”

      “That’s not how the magic works,” he managed to growl out. “I have to take them off and wait a while.”

      “Maybe we can cut a deal.” Brigid pushed him hard enough that his butt hit the edge of the sink. “Keep the underwear for now. Make one more withdrawal, or two—I can stall Lucifer until you repay Gutterman.”

      “How do you know about Lucifer?”

      “My recruiter tipped me off,” she said. “After you repay Gutterman, you give me the underwear willingly. I’ll turn them over to Lucifer and get the job.”

      “That’s not much of a deal. I don’t need your help.”

      Brigid slid one of the straps off her shoulder, letting the dress fall away from her breasts. “Whoops,” she said, without any actual hint of being embarrassed.

      Cage wanted to capture that pert little nipple in his hungry mouth, lapping around its edge and sucking the tip between his teeth. His hand made it up to cup the breast before he realized what he was doing. “Nope,” he said. “Nope, nope, nope.”

      “Oh, Shatter.” Her hand tightened on his neck to lock him in place. She nibbled along the conch of his ear as her hand slid back down to his waist. “Nope isn’t the safe word, and you know it.”

      “And if I use the safe word, you’ll leave me alone?”

      She’d slid off the other strap. The bodice fell to her waist, letting him see the grooves of the rib muscles over her ribs. Her hips were almost narrow enough for the dress to drop completely. He caught a tantalizing glimpse of lace panties, and every fiber of Cage’s being wanted to know what the rest of the underwear looked like.

      “If you use the safe word, I’ll stop, of course,” she said. “But then I am stealing the artifact anyway, and you won’t get sex out of the situation.”

      Man, Brigid’s arguments were so compelling.

      Cage pulled her to his chest, her head against his shoulder, and peered down at her back. Healed. The cream was good.

      “Stop it,” she said.

      “I’m just making sure you’re okay before I touch you.”

      “I know,” she said, “and I told you to stop it. Stop taking care of me. Stop loving me. You’re humiliating yourself.”

      “I like being humiliated,” Cage murmured, his breath hot on her hair. He didn’t miss the tremor that rolled down her spine at his words.

      She pushed the outer pants off, letting them tangle around his knees. Now his body in the mirror was framed by the cloak, fair flesh against velvety black. Brigid sank in front of him. She drew eye level with the Death Underpants, and she bit her lip as she looked up at him, picking at the knots with her fingernails.

      He gripped her by the wrists. He could feel her pulse leaping against his fingers. “Brigid…”

      “These need to come off if you need more money,” she said.

      He released her wrists.

      Brigid never broke eye contact as she pulled the lacing on the Underpants so they could fall away. Not even when his dick sprung free. He sighed from the relief of not having to stuff it into long johns anymore. His erection did not like being squeezed against the inside of a dead man.

      Brigid sucked his cock into her mouth without warning, without asking. Cage was consumed by snug heat. Brigid had an amazing tongue and an amazing willingness to go without breathing for long periods of time. She was the only woman he’d ever met who left him at risk of embarrassing himself by coming too soon.

      She wasn’t so good at giving blow jobs that he didn’t notice when she reached for the Death Underpants.

      No blow job was good enough for Cage to lose this job.

      He slid out of her mouth with a disappointing pop.

      “Shatter,” Brigid began.

      Cage dragged her against his chest, crushing his mouth against hers. She tasted the way she did the morning after they spent nights together—like she had been so busy hunting an artifact that she hadn’t had time to stop and shower or brush her teeth. Even that didn’t disgust him. His inner animal didn’t care about weird smells, and his human side wanted to devour Brigid whole. The gross parts, the great parts, and everything in between.

      Everything except her poison lipstick, anyway. Cage could feel it burning over his mouth. Luckily, he’d had hours to prepare, and he was protected against all kinds of poisons. “To tell you the truth, Brigid,” Cage growled, his tongue dragging along the lines of her throat, “I’d rather you take the Underpants without sex.”

      “Why?”

      “We don’t always have to hook up when we’re fighting. Sometimes we can fight because we’re angry, and sometimes we can fuck because we want to, but they shouldn’t always overlap.”

      “I have no idea what you mean.” Brigid stepped back from him, eyes alight with suns gone supernova. She lowered herself to a fainting couch—probably not the first half-naked woman to sit there. She licked her fingers and circled her areolae, making them glisten with saliva.

      Good gods. Cage was not strong enough for this.

      He set the Underpants on the counter by the sink, on the opposite end of the room from Brigid.

      She showed no interest in the artifact anymore. Brigid rested one heel on the bench next to her and spread her knees so that he could see her soaked underwear. The perfume of her arousal flooded him, and when she hooked her thumbs in her panties to slide them down the creamy length of her thighs, he knew that he had reached his limit.

      “I need to get back to my recruiter,” Cage said.

      He hadn’t even taken a step when Brigid slid one finger inside of herself. She extracted it millimeter by slow millimeter before offering it to him. She glistened with her own juices.

      Cage couldn’t move, so she came to him, sliding her finger between his lips. He lapped at it with his tongue. He took every tiny bit of her taste off of her skin. Then he kissed down her wrist, up the inside of her arm, and to her breasts. He gathered her against him and kissed every millimeter of skin that he could reach. He inhaled her sweat. He wrinkled her dress in his fists.

      She was weightless, her body bowed over his head as he nipped at her delicate stomach skin.

      The sensory experience of Brigid was too much. From the way that she tasted, to the way that she had felt sucking on him, to the smell of her hair and her skin turned musky from travel.

      Cage hitched her up on the sink, pulled her knees under his arms, yanked the gusset of her panties aside. He stood poised at her entrance.

      The gasps escaping Brigid sounded real. Her attempts to wriggle closer felt real. She looked like she wanted to be impaled by him, to have her empty places filled by the thief who had dogged her at every turn.

      Cage dipped his head to her ear. Her fingers played over the strings of his corset hanging down his back, as if seeking a knot to untie it.

      “Tugboat,” he breathed into her ear.

      She jerked back in shock.

      Brigid’s eyebrows twisted with pain, the seas of her eyes swimming with dismay. “Really?”

      “Really.” The only way that he managed to smile was because of how satisfying he found Brigid’s disappointment. Physically, he felt like he might explode and die. He was gonna have to see a doctor about the thing between his legs at this rate.

      “That’s not…” She shook her head. “You can’t do that. You don’t mean it.”

      “Yes, I do.” Cage took the Underpants off the counter and wrapped them around himself again. He only felt safe once he was wearing them. He needed to wait another fifty minutes before he could get cash. If he stuck around Brigid any longer, he still might not be wearing anything in fifty minutes.

      She looked totally bereft when he started wiggling back into his outer pants and tugging his cape around him.

      “Stay out of my way,” he said.

      He reached for the door.

      “Wait,” Brigid said. “Please.” That word looked physically painful to utter.

      The intensity of her need was overwhelming. Cage could only bear to look at her in the mirror, like watching a solar eclipse through a pinhole. Brigid’s dress was all askew. Her underwear was wrenched aside. She was literally dripping down the inside of her right thigh with arousal, and it smelled like honey.

      He had promised that they would fuck each other’s brains out next time they met.

      Cage hated to break a promise.

      They fell together to the fainting couch, Cage ending up on his back beneath her. He hadn’t finished dressing all the way. Brigid had no trouble exposing him again, and before he could even think about cock-blocking tugboats, she sank her body over his.

      It felt like he was drawn inside her by the gravity of the collapsing stars in her irises. She was hot and all-encompassing. Not just those warm walls wrapping around his cock, but her smooth thighs braced against his, and her hair spilling over his corseted chest, and their mingled scents flooding his sinuses. Her clit grinded against his pelvic bone. She was so wet he could hear it.

      She bit his earlobe. “Grab my ass.”

      Cage took a couple handfuls. His grip made her shift her weight, drawing her along him. He yanked her back down again. Slapped their hips together. And he did it again, and again, while she snarled commands into his ear about exactly how she wanted it.

      At no point did he forget about the Death Underpants twisted around his thighs, and at no point did he care enough to stop. Not when he sucked on her nipple while fingering her asshole so that she started to make whimpering sounds. Not when he felt the orgasm gathering in his balls. Not even when he shot himself inside of her, flooding Brigid’s womb, and she seized with a climax of her own.

      She was still collapsed against his chest, sweaty and panting, when he reached down to feel for the Death Underpants. They were still there.

      Brigid gave a weak laugh, biting his neck gently. “Did you think I was going to switch them out while we fucked?”

      “Knowing you?” he asked. “Yes.”

      Neither of them said a word after that.

      Brigid took longer to get dressed, so Cage left first, still buttoning his pants over the Death Underpants.

      He was looking down at his zipper, so he didn’t notice someone waiting outside the door until he ran into them.

      “Oops, sorry,” Cage said.

      “Watch where you’re going.” The chilly voice made Cage look up.

      His eyes met the blood-red gaze of a vampire’s.

      It was Lucifer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Cage had known a few vampires in his time. Most were so weak on the preternatural power scale that they didn’t register in his preternatural senses as a threat. The instant he met Lucifer, he knew who and what he was based on how much his inner squirrel freaked the fuck out.

      Despite being a prey animal, Cage seldom dealt with prey fear—the sense of a shadow blocking the sun, the rustle of feathers in the wind, and the shriek of a predator’s cry as she descended to kill. A squirrel who could decapitate enemies was simply not as vulnerable as a squirrel who hung out in trees playing with his nuts.

      He felt like the tiniest, most useless rodent when he met Lucifer.

      The vampire cast a shadow over Cage’s entire soul.

      His desiccated skin was ashen gray, rather than the luminous moonlight of similarly pale demons. His eyes were redder than a heart freshly ripped from a man’s chest. His black hair was knotted on the top of his head, keeping all but a few strands out of his sculpted features. His cheeks and eyes were hollow. He wore all black and managed to make it look scary instead of like a self-parody.

      The only nod to the drag requirements of the club was the scooping neckline of his shirt, exposing the upper curve of his pectorals, along with makeup that brought out the death in his features.

      “That’s clever actually,” Cage said, squirming uncomfortably inside of his corset. “Going subtle femme? Not all women dress the same, so going in drag doesn’t have to be flashy. Honestly, I feel silly for not taking a subtle route, but maybe that’s just the kind of lady I am! Maybe I like all the eyes on me!”

      Lucifer watched him babble in silence.

      The corner of his mouth tugged after a moment. “Then you are Shatter Cage.” His voice held the weights of centuries even though there was no way he could be centuries old, since vampires had been extinct before Genesis. Only a few people had been Rebirthed as the bloodless. They’d had fifty years to breed the way the vampires were wont to do, with all the fangy necky action. Even so, at best this dude could be three-quarters of a century.

      He looked fantastic, though. Way better than most guys at retirement home age.

      “Come with me.” Lucifer tugged Cage into the club again. His fingers were icy.

      Once they were in the same room again, Cage’s Link to Vex reactivated. He didn’t need to see Vision for communications to open.

      “Are you okay?” Vex asked instantly.

      Cage couldn’t respond verbally without tipping off Lucifer, so he nodded and hoped that Vision could see him. He was more than okay. He felt a deep, languid satiation that almost made him worry less about Gutterman.

      There was no sign of the nightmare yet. Lucifer had shown up early.

      “Gutterman is en route,” Vex said over the Link. “Nod again if you managed to get your last two withdrawals on time.” Cage nodded subtly, and his roommate continued. “Great. I’ve sold everything I need to sell, so you’ve only got to hang on to do one more withdrawal. You must still have at least a half hour, right?”

      Actually, Cage had closer to forty minutes. Brigid had distracted him thoroughly.

      But he nodded.

      “I can’t guarantee a distraction,” Vex said. “You’re going to have to keep those pants on somehow. Nod if you can handle it.”

      This time, Cage’s head-bob was caught by Lucifer. The vampire’s eyes were hot as they scanned over Cage’s body. “Do you come here often? I feel like I would’ve noticed you if you did. You’re so pretty.”

      Pretty? That was an odd way to pronounce ruggedly masculine and intimidatingly chiseled. “This is my first time in Imaji Nation,” Cage said. “I confess, this isn’t my usual subculture, but the people here aren’t hard on the eyes.”

      Lucifer’s eyes swept down his body. “No. They’re not.”

      The pseudo-ancient vampire wanted to fang-bang Cage. Shucks. He was so flattered.

      When Vex next spoke, his voice was fading as Vision moved further away. “I’m going to see if I can spot Gutterman. Thirty minutes, Cage. Do whatever it takes…”

      He was gone.

      Lucifer guided Cage to Kleio. Judging by the number of drinks on the table, they had found each other while Cage was distracted by Brigid.

      Thinking of Brigid…

      His gaze skimmed the crowd for the rival thief. He spotted Brigid downstairs, talking to her assistant.

      What’s Ameria doing here? She was much more social than Vex, but her ideal night of socializing was at one of the community covens’ farms, dancing skyclad with her sistren.

      She was an adorable witch, short and curvy with big round glasses. Her hair was twisted into giant fluffy buns studded with witchlights tonight, but it was usually the tallest mohawk Cage had ever seen. Even Ameria had thought to go to casual drag route. She was just wearing a baggy t-shirt, jeans, and sneakers.

      Cage realized that Kleio had been trying to speak to him for several seconds, and she was now snapping her fingers in front of his face. “Hey! Shat!” she barked.

      “I told you not to call me Shat,” Cage said.

      “Finally, he pays attention,” Kleio said. “Where are the Death Underpants?”

      “I have a better question for you,” Cage said, slouching into the booth so that the Underpants would stop riding up his butt crack. He’d accidentally tied them too tight in a hurry to get away from Brigid’s irresistible vagina. “Prove to me that you’re gonna be responsible with the artifact.”

      Kleio gave him a look that was so blank that it seemed like the world had opened up underneath her feet and devoured her soul.

      By contrast, Lucifer looked amused. He swirled his sludgy red martini in its glass. “You do have the artifact, don’t you? I need verification before this chat can continue.”

      Cage glanced at his watch. Twenty-seven minutes. Time had slowed down. “All right. Fine.” He unbuttoned his pants and showed them the waistband of the artifact.

      Kleio’s face had become incredibly blank. Blanker than a white wall in a field of snow kind of blank.

      “I really hoped you would dry clean those before giving them to me,” Lucifer said calmly.

      Cage dropped his butt back to the bench. “Happy? Clearly you can see that I will have to go to the bathroom to take these off and deliver them to you. So give me one minute and I will—”

      “You just came out of the bathroom. Your time for modesty is gone. Take them off.”

      “Here?” Cage licked his lips. “Now?” Their booth was front and center in Imaji Nation. The DJ booth was right below them. A music witch spun tunes with flares of light on her fingertips, and the glittering colors meant that the club was illuminated like a technicolor dream. He’d be visible to everyone if he did a striptease. “It’s too cold out here.”

      “I don’t care,” Lucifer said. He probably didn’t. Cage couldn’t imagine that vampires had too many problems with body heat.

      Cage wasn’t kidding about the cold. A chill was marching up his shoulders and making the hair stand upright. His breath was even starting to come out a little foggy. “Why have they got the AC turned up so high?”

      Kleio gave him a weird look—even weirder than usual. “What are you talking about? I’m sweltering.”

      The club was also getting darker by the moment. Cage almost felt like he was standing on a hill, and if he turned around, he would see the grass dipping below him. He would see a starlit city slumbering under a silent night. He’d see a tombstone with nobody’s name on it.

      Cage hadn’t imbibed psychedelics, so that could only mean one thing.

      Gutterman.

      He must’ve been outside.

      “I’ll tell you a secret,” Lucifer said, his gaze molesting its way across Cage’s generous artificial cleavage. “I’m friends with Silverclaw. He asked me to help vet his new hire to The Reliquary. Impressing me is part of your test, and looking pretty isn’t going to help if I don’t have that artifact in my hands before I leave the booth.”

      At that, the vampire stood to sidle away.

      The music witch’s magic turned to chillier hues and tension rolled over the room. The shift in tenor was so subtle that most people wouldn’t have noticed it, but most people weren’t carrying half of a twitchy squirrel’s spirit inside of them.

      Cage’s twitchy squirrel mind raced, too.

      Need to wait twenty-five minutes. Need the rest of the money. Vex has nothing of value left to sell. But if I don’t give Lucifer the Underpants now, I’m going to lose the job.

      “Okay, I’ll take the Underpants off!” he said, right before Lucifer could step out of the booth. “But I want to close the curtain on the booth first and I need you to go, Lucifer. I’m only comfortable doing this in front of Kleio.”

      She recoiled. “No way! I’m getting out of here. Give the vampire the underwear. I am so done with this job.” She stepped out and slid the booth’s curtain shut.

      Lucifer remained, sitting stubbornly still, arms folded. “I won’t molest you. I’m not that kind of vampire.”

      Cage decided it was better not ask what kind of vampire he considered himself.

      But he was running out of options. Gutterman was getting nearer—he could tell by the slither on his spine, the gooseflesh rising on his shoulders, and the hair standing upright on his arms. There was no chance that he could wear them long enough to deflect Gutterman at this rate.

      He was going to have to try a radical tactic.

      Truth.

      “Okay, man, I’m not worried about you ‘molesting’ me,” Cage said. “The thing is, I’ve been withdrawing money from the Underpants to repay my debt to someone. This dude’s a real asshole. He’s gonna kill me if I can’t get the whole sum to him, and I need to wear these Underpants for the next twenty-two minutes so I can get enough money.”

      Lucifer’s long lashes batted with slow, feline satisfaction. That was the smugness of a politician who had just gotten blackmail material. “You owe Gutterman. That’s why he’s here. He’s come to collect.”

      Cage gaped. “You can read minds?”

      The vampire’s tongue slid over the ridges of his upper front teeth, studying Cage anew. “It’s not that I can read minds. It’s that you did the most obvious thing. It doesn’t take a psychic to predict what someone as transparent as you will do.” He reached across the table to catch Cage’s wrist. His thumbnail pressed lightly against the lightning bolt of blue under his pale skin. “Take off the Underpants.”

      “Damn,” Cage said, “seriously? You’ll just leave me to Gutterman like that? I know you’re cold, but you don’t have to be cold.”

      “The hour limit on Nábrók is per person,” Lucifer said.

      “The what now?”

      “Nábrók,” he said again. “The Death Underpants. If you take them off, I’ll put them on, and I’ll get your final withdrawal for you.”

      Realization dawned over Cage. If the withdrawal was per person, then he could have swapped with Vex—or even Brigid—and been done with them by now.

      He undressed faster than any other time in his life. “I’ve been dying to take them off anyway,” Cage confessed. “Leather on leather sucks. I’ll be a lot happier in my club-appropriate disguise once I’m not wearing a dead guy under it.”

      Amusement made Lucifer’s crimson irises pulse like a beating heart. His dilated pupils drank in the sight of Cage and made him look like a tomcat about to pounce. “This club isn’t about going in disguise. Drag is never about disguise. It’s about self-expression. Honesty.”

      “Kleio’s not expressing her real self,” Cage said, jerking his head toward the closed curtains.

      “That masculinity was once part of her real self. She tries it on, takes it off, and plays with the idea of it. Then she returns to life, and that alternative is safely locked away.” Lucifer gestured to Cage. “Your concept of a woman is one much like you. A dangerous female willing and capable of fighting in boots. That tells a truth about you, and in this you hide nothing.”

      “Maybe I just dressed to my assets because I look amazing.” He threw the Underpants in Lucifer’s face. “Your turn.”

      Lucifer rose languidly. “Wait here.”

      “Wait, you said you’d—”

      “Relax,” he said. “I’m only going to change in the bathroom. I’ll return.” The vampire slithered between the gap in the curtains. Just that brief peek of the club outside seemed to let in a fresh spike of cold, and Cage clutched his stomach. He tasted brine. He felt grass under his feet, even though he looked down to see nothing but floor as he tried to dress again.

      Here lies a man of no name…

      Cage turned to see who was talking to him from behind the booth.

      Instead, he saw an unmarked tombstone on the top of an empty hill.

      That was his grave. He knew it.

      “Gutterman,” Cage whispered.

      He yanked his leather pants over his hips. They were a lot more comfortable now that he was going commando again—his preferred state. Then he whipped open the curtain, fully expecting to find Gutterman on the approach.

      Instead, he found the dancers of Imaji Nation muttering among themselves.

      A party crasher had shown up, but it wasn’t a nightmare demon.

      The new arrival wore a dress so elaborate that it took up the entire balcony. There was something French Revolution about it—or maybe Madonna’s MTV performance of “Vogue.” It integrated glamours that made it appear covered in living butterflies. The fabric was sort of silken, like really nice curtains.

      Cage gaped so long at the dress that he didn’t look at the wearer’s face until he was already halfway down the stairs.

      Bastien Daladier.

      Leave it to that gorgeous motherfucker to do drag better than Cage, too.

      Vision came whirling out of the fog. “Cage! I have to warn you—”

      “Bastien Daladier is here?”

      “Yes, and Gutterman’s gotten in through the back door. He’s on his way now. But I need to apologize because—”

      “You didn’t warn me in time? It’s okay.” Cage twisted the flame charms on his fingers, warming them up.

      “Because Bastien caught Vision,” Vex said. “I’d been bringing you a northcoin wallet keychain with all the money from my sales on it, using the magnetic hook on the optic nerve, but he took it. Bastien’s got the rest of the loan money.”

      And now the other thief had spotted Cage. His eyes, framed by artificially thick lashes, were bright with equal parts resentment and smug satisfaction.

      Cage scooped Vision out of the air, tucking him into his cape again. “Don’t beat yourself up about it. I’ll take care of this.” He jumped from the dais that the booth stood upon, landing on the dance floor.

      More fog was creeping into the room. It was colder by the moment, wrapping around Cage’s ankles like icy serpents trying to drag him to that unmarked grave.

      Daladier smirked cruelly at the sight of Cage fighting through the crowd.

      Probably because he knew Cage wasn’t going to be able to reach him.

      “Shatter Cage,” rumbled a frozen voice.

      Gutterman’s head appeared in front of him, congealing out of all that fog. The instant he appeared, the club reacted: there were shouts and screams and a torrent of bodies attempting to flee. Cage’s boots were stuck to the floor. It felt like the money bag at his hip was weighing him down too—simultaneously too heavy and too light. A reminder that he didn’t have everything that he owed Gutterman, because Bastien Daladier held a grudge better than a Jewish grandma.

      “I came all the way up to this strata for payment, so you better have my money right this moment,” Gutterman said, “or else I’m gonna eat you whole.” His big, flapping mouth certainly looked capable of opening wide enough to swallow Cage down. If not in one bite, then certainly in two.

      “I have the money,” Cage said, “in theory.”

      “My bank doesn’t get fat off theories.” The nightmare grinned, and it kept growing wider, until the smile seemed to stretch right off his turgid face. His new tattoo from Arawn ripped open. Gelatinous green fluid dribbled down his temple, his lip, and into his mouth. “You’re mine, Cage!”

      “No!” someone else roared. “He’s mine!”

      Lucifer stormed out of the hallway where the restrooms were hidden. He clutched the Death Underpants in his fist, and he looked furious.

      Worse, he looked betrayed.

      Cage instantly understood what had happened. “Oh my gods,” he said. “I’m dead. I’m so dead.”

      Brigid had somehow swapped out the pants while they were fucking. Lucifer couldn’t withdraw money from the fake artifact. And now the real one was probably leaving town with Ameria, her rarely-seen assistant, ensuring that Brigid could turn them over to Silverclaw at a more convenient time.

      That left Cage in the middle of a Bermuda Triangle formed of Princess Daladier, a floating Garbage Pail Kid, and a vampire who desperately pined for Stuart Townsend’s 2002-era wardrobe specialist.

      And all of them wanted him dead.

      Lucifer was closing the distance from the rear, and Bastien was protected by a wall of people attempting to evacuate. The only way out was through Gutterman. Or into Gutterman’s semi-corporeal throat.

      “Shapeshift and run,” Vex urged through the Link. “It’s the only way you’re going to survive.”

      “I’d rather be dead than have all these people know the truth,” Cage said.

      Oh gods. I can’t get out.

      Lucifer’s cold hand shackled Cage’s shoulder, just millimeters to the right of Vision. Gutterman’s mouth was widening.

      “Run!” Vex said again.

      “I can’t,” Cage said. The fear was too strong. They’ll know I’m a squirrel. They’ll mock me, and I’ll die anonymous. I’ll fail. I’m ruined.

      His roommate was begging him. “Please, Cage! Just do it!” Vex sounded so desperate.

      Vex, who couldn’t even put his own earplugs in on the flight home.

      Vex, who had gone all the way around the world to help Cage anyway.

      Vex, whose family would judge him for needing help getting his weekly groceries.

      I have to shapeshift and run.

      Cage gathered his fire and prepared to destroy his life.

      “Wait!”

      All of Imaji Nation went silent simultaneously. Cage was cringing away from Gutterman’s drooly maw, so it took a moment to realize what the quiet meant.

      Lucifer fell back, and Cage scrambled up to the curtained table again, getting as much distance between them as he could. Not much distance was possible, unfortunately. The crowd was still jam-packed by the doors, so few people had escaped, leaving the floor chaotic. They’d stopped trying to squeeze out, though. Every set of eyes was fixed on the DJ booth.

      Cage turned.

      He’d seen the man standing on the DJ booth before, but only in marble. In real life, Silverclaw was somehow so much more awe-inspiring. He radiated excellence, from the tips of his silver hair down to the metal plated toes of his boots. He’d gotten into cowboy boots with those silver tips as part of his brand back in the ‘40s, and Cage remembered stuffing his child sized feet into cheap Walmart versions for Halloween.

      He was there. The only thief Hero, Silverclaw himself, was really there.

      And he was looking at Cage.
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      Gutterman broke out of his reverie first. He swirled toward Silverclaw, looking fit to swallow the Hero whole. “What are you doing here? You don’t come to this garbage.”

      “No, I’m a retired man these days.” Silverclaw’s salt-and-pepper beard matched his salt-and-pepper mane, which made him look so epic in his golden years. He could’ve passed as the grizzled old god of thunder.

      Except Cage didn’t think that any vision of the god of thunder depicted him wearing a bolero tie and a baby blue jacket. His hat glittered. Cage realized with a thrill that Silverclaw had to come in drag too. The outfit was so Dolly Parton.

      Cage could not hold back the squeal. He clapped his hands over his mouth and it still came out.

      “It looks like y’all’ve got quite the party going here. Don’t stop on account of me.” Silverclaw hopped down from the DJ booth, agile despite his visible aging. His cult security appeared out of nowhere. They swept the room, herding people in a rapid, organized fashion to make space.

      One moment, Cage was trapped with his enemies by partiers.

      In the next, the floor was empty.

      “Is there a reason you’re interrupting my debt collection?” Gutterman snarled.

      “I’m just here to hire a guy, if he’s the one to be hired,” Silverclaw said. He waved a bejeweled hand, and Kleio appeared at his side, sullen and quiet as usual.

      “You can’t hire a dead man,” the nightmare said.

      “And you won’t hire someone who didn’t get the Death Underpants,” Brigid said. Cage could have sworn she wasn’t at the bar moments earlier, but she was there now, nursing a bright-gold cocktail. “That’s the whole point of all this, right? You’re going to hire whoever gives the Death Underpants to Lucifer.” She tossed back the last of her cocktail.

      She rose, and the Death Underpants unfurled at her side.

      “That bitch,” Vex hissed.

      Cage didn’t want to agree. He wanted to love Brigid the way he’d always loved her, from nose to toes curling inside her Wicked Witch of the West shoes. But right now, all he felt was hurt.

      She had asked Cage to take back his safe word, and she’d taken advantage of his trust to steal the Underpants while they were fucking.

      “Now wait just a moment,” Bastien Daladier began, stepping forward as if to interrupt them. He was intercepted by Ameria. She pushed him back, whispering urgently.

      Unbothered by Daladier and her assistant, Brigid offered the artifact to Lucifer. “I believe these are in your ownership now.”

      Lucifer dropped the fake version of the artifact. “Thank you, Miss…?”

      “Stalin,” Cage suggested. “Hitler. Bride of Satan.”

      “That’s right, you show her who’s boss!” Vex said. His voice had gotten so hot with emotion that Cage was surprised the Link didn’t turn into a brand searing the back of his neck.

      “Brigid Byrne,” she said. She shook hands with Lucifer. “I’m a white hat visiting from New York. Your reputation stretches far. I’m familiar with your work on the eastern seaboard.”

      He lifted her knuckles to kiss them. “I came from Bed-Stuy originally.”

      “Harlem,” she said.

      Cage could only watch in mute horror as Silverclaw joined their conversation. The three of them faced each other, forming a triad of “go the fuck away.” He was shut out completely. Even Gutterman, drifting behind Silverclaw, was ignored completely.

      “How’s your satisfaction with the deal, Luci?” Silverclaw asked.

      “As low as usual, but I have the real McCoy now, so the night’s getting better.” Lucifer lifted the Death Underpants to his nose and inhaled, sort of like the way old-man miners would bite gold coins to verify their authenticity. Except old-man miners weren’t smelling a dead guy’s crotch.

      “Then it seems I owe someone a job offer,” Silverclaw said.

      Cage felt cold all over, watching his Hero face Brigid.

      “Aren’t you going to do something about this?” Cage hissed at Daladier, who was no longer whispering with Ameria.

      The French thief gave Cage a pinched glare. When he shook his head, the curls on his powdered wig bounced. Dammit, but Cage would have hated Daladier less if his costuming hadn’t been so flawless.

      At Ameria’s nudge, Daladier strolled out of the room.

      Taking the northcoin keychain with him.

      “Miss Byrne, would you like to sign a contract?” Silverclaw asked, taking his pen out of his breast pocket. It was as gem-studded as his hat.

      The galaxies of Brigid’s eyes stilled when her eyes met Silverclaw’s. Cage had thought that she just wanted the job because she wanted a cut of the biggest Hero cult, but what he saw in her expression said something else entirely.

      She adored Silverclaw too.

      Which made it all the more shocking when she said, “Cage got the Death Underpants. He got them to Lucifer. I didn’t have anything to do with it.”

      “What?” Cage asked.

      The Link was dead silent. Vex had nothing to say for once.

      “I just watched you hand the Underpants over,” Silverclaw said. “You expect me to believe that you had nothing to do with the deal?”

      “That’s right,” she said, dead-voiced. “It was all Cage. You can ask Lucifer who met him here tonight, and you can ask Bastien Daladier who stole the artifact from him. Both will tell you it was Cage.”

      Mischief glimmered in Silverclaw’s toothy grin. “Interesting.”

      “None of this has shit to do with me,” Gutterman said. “I want my money. I didn’t get it.”

      He swarmed toward Cage.

      For a freezing instant, he wasn’t on the hilltop anymore. He was in his own grave. He could see the nameless tombstone rearing above him. He could see the last flashes of nighttime as someone dropped soil on him, one shovel at a time.

      Brigid snapped into focus. She’d stepped between Gutterman and Cage, holding another wallet keychain. This one was slim and transparent, with a fob on the end. “You’ll find all of Cage’s loan repayment there,” she said, dropping it into a gelatinous extrusion from Gutterman’s third chin. She patted the nightmare’s cheek. “Leave him alone.”

      She exited the club.

      Everyone gaped at her in silence.

      “It is all there,” Gutterman said in surprise. He must have had some kind of keychain reader inside of him. He looked disappointed by the result.

      “Sad you don’t get to pick your teeth with a shifter’s bones as toothpicks?” Cage asked.

      “Not this time,” the nightmare said ominously.

      He didn’t float away so much as lurch, oozing and bulging, through the air.

      A hand clapped on Cage’s shoulder, and he nearly fainted. Silverclaw was giving him a gentle squeeze. “Well then, seems like everything’s gotten fixed up nice,” Silverclaw said, beaming at Kleio. “You did a good job this time, Kleio. This young Shatter Cage here is gonna make a great first employee for you!”

      Her gum fell out of her mouth. “Employee?”

      “I’m giving you The Reliquary,” Silverclaw said. “Don’t thank me. You did good work here—you deserve it.”

      Kleio’s lips were colorless.

      The Hero slapped a contract on the booth’s table. He handed his pen to Cage.

      “One signature, and you’re part of the family,” Silverclaw said.

      Cage glanced up at the door leading outside. Brigid was in the hallway, right behind the hostess stand with Ameria. He couldn’t read her expression at that distance. Was she waiting to see what he’d do? Hoping he’d prove himself loyal to her by declining?

      “Are you gonna sign or what?” Kleio asked.
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        * * *

      

      Cage managed to catch Brigid outside, on the bridge overlooking the lower strata’s freeway system. Imaji Nation was a good fifty stories above the neighborhood where Cage had grown up. Old Tacoma didn’t look as dirty from up here, but when he was standing amongst this much gloss and shine, even a turd on the sidewalk would’ve looked pretty great.

      Brigid was the most beautiful part of the city. Standing against the warded railing, her reddish hair tossed around her shoulders by wind that smelled like ocean, she cast her gaze over the city like a vulture searching for carrion. There was beauty in the hunger of her eyes, the sharpness of her clenched jaw. Her fingers curved over the railing like it was her perch. That dress he’d pulled down earlier tonight hadn’t been zipped up all the way and he could see hints of scar tissue in the gap.

      He leaned on the railing beside her, grinning. “Hey, Brigid.”

      She gave him bedroom eyes that somehow looked as murderous as they did alluring. “Hello, Shatter. Did you sign the contract?”

      “Hell yeah,” he said. “I’m a thief. Did you expect me to be noble and decline just because you were nice to me?”

      Her smile was so empty. “I’m happy for you.”

      “Why’d you steal the Death Underpants if you were just going to credit the theft to me anyway?”

      “I needed to give them to Daladier so that I could buy them from him,” Brigid said. “I also got the entirety of your debt from Daladier.” Her words were slow and sloggy from her old jaw injury. It seemed to get worse when she was tired, much the way that she fiddled a lot worse when she was tired. She was currently twisting an earring so hard the lobe had turned red.

      “What did you have to give him for that?”

      “I’ve given you everything you want. The only thing you need to worry about is thanking me.” She lifted an eyebrow at him, thumb still pinching her ear. “You asked how, but not why.”

      “I know why you saved me.” He couldn’t stop grinning so much that it hurt. “You like me.”

      A delicate snort. “Is that the impression you got when I left you hogtied in the worst motel room in the city?”

      “It’s this time they you let me have my dream job, even though you wanted it too.”

      “I would think that it would be embarrassing to be as wrong as you are so often,” Brigid said, “but I don’t think that you possess the self-awareness to be embarrassed.”

      “Oh, I’ve got self-awareness for days. I’ve also got Brigid awareness. My Brigid awareness tells me that you like me.”

      “What do I like most in this world?” she asked.

      It didn’t sound like a rhetorical question, so Cage ventured a guess. “It’s not me, so maybe…money? That’s why you said you wanted to work for Silverclaw. Because of money.”

      She nodded slowly. It took visible effort to take her hand off of her ear, and she began flicking at her purse’s clasp instead. “Think of tonight like this: Would I save you because I’m nice, or because I think it’s worth more money to walk away from Silverclaw?”

      “Byrne! Over here!”

      Brigid left him, answering the summons without a moment’s thought or a whisper of goodbye. She was striding toward an Edison that was the same cherry red as a maraschino atop a sundae. Bastien Daladier and Ameria stood on the opposite side of the car. Impatience was etched in every line of the thief’s body.

      Brigid’s scarf trailed behind her, licking the starlight as Cage stared in silent shock.

      She slid into the Edison beside Ameria. Daladier tossed one last, furious look at Cage before joining them. They slid away into the night. The rain and fog consumed them. They were gone, and Cage was alone.
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      “I just don’t get it,” Cage said. “If she’s with Daladier, then she must be with Daladier.” He couldn’t bring himself to get more explicit about Brigid and Bastien’s relationship. His thoughts bounced off of the idea of Brigid making love to someone else. “Why would she do that?”

      “He’s a tall, wealthy, well-dressed Frenchman who can give Brigid everything she wants?” suggested Vex.

      “The only thing that I don’t have out of that is the French part.” Cage ran his hands down his Henley, which was in a forest green today, and had no visible stains from bacon. His ugly yellow cat, Banana Bread, had licked the grease off before it could set.

      They were currently packing up a few things to take to the Museum of Oddities and Hellspawn—mostly cleaning supplies. Cage had been away for over a week. He wanted to give it a thorough scrubbing for its grand reopening.

      Vex had also set aside a few things that he wanted to donate to the museum. Those boxes were stacked by the door, labeled “MUSEUM STUFF” in black marker. He’d drawn a bad-scribble version of the museum’s logo underneath.

      Cage pulled his raincoat on, flicking the hood up. “Was she working with Daladier all long?”

      “I don’t think so.” Vex had drawn his knees up inside his sweater as he typed. He must have been thinking really hard; his enchanted D12 was rolling automatically across his knuckles and between his fingers. “It looks like they started working together after their first contact three days ago. I pulled some messages from Daladier’s server—”

      “You can get into his messages now?”

      “I wasn’t going to waste my opportunity to plant bugs in his office during the interview,” Vex said. “Anyway, their first-ever correspondence is three days ago. It sounds like they crossed paths in an upscale Barcelona hotel. He found her trapped there? Something about ropes?”

      Cold washed over Cage. “I did that. I tied her up to get away.” He’d left her angry, naked, and horny, and Bastien Daladier had been the one to find her. Now Brigid was eating Daladier’s baguette and it was all Cage’s fault.

      “Well, they started talking after that,” he said. “She messaged him last night to make a trade for the Underpants. The job must have been a last-minute negotiation.”

      “Job?” Cage asked.

      “She’s working with him now,” Vex said. “The new registration for the business lists her as a full partner.” A role that was worth a lot more money up-front than as a white hat thief-for-hire in Silverclaw’s Reliquary.

      “That still doesn’t sound right. Brigid’s independent—I can’t imagine her wanting to partner.”

      Her husky words came back to him. What do I like most in this world?

      Money.

      “She’s with Daladier for a reason,” Cage said. “There must be a mark that only Daladier can access, or…”

      Vex bobbed his head. “I’ll find it and let you know ASAP.” Vision was still recharging from the exciting night, so they’d have to communicate over messaging. Cage made sure he had his phone before hefting the net of cargo over his shoulder.

      “See you after work!” Cage called.

      He jumped out of the theater’s window, scaling the marquee to reach the next city level. The boxes bumped against the back of his leg as he walked down Third at Thirteen. The sun was warm on his shoulders, the sky was blue, and Cage was determined to have a great day. The thought of Brigid and Daladier wouldn’t ruin the fantastic things waiting for him.

      The first fantastic thing was the Museum of Oddities and Hellspawn, its doors already open, Emil waiting outside. “I heard you’re in the clear,” said the elder Vex brother, embracing Cage. “Sounds like you got lucky.”

      Cage laughed. “Right.” He’d have felt luckier if he could burn away the memory of Brigid climbing into Daladier’s Edison. “Come in for a minute—I gotta drop off the cleaning supplies.” He tossed everything but Vex’s boxes into the front closet. The lobby didn’t look like it needed very much cleaning. Emil had kept the glass cases around the check-in booth dust-free. The floor even looked freshly swept. “Did you polish the brass on the ticket booth?” Cage could see himself in the knob.

      “I got bored,” Emil said.

      “Man, this makes me feel really bad for asking you another favor right away, but I need you to go to the pawnbroker on Ruston and Eighth at Ten.” He slipped a fistful of cash to Emil. “Vex pawned all his goods to help pay off my debts, but he’s too shy to buy them back himself. I figure if you do it…”

      “Consider it done,” Emil said. “Where did this money come from?”

      Cage had found it in an envelope on the movie theater’s marquee. It had been sealed with a drop of blood-red wax, stamped with a cursive L, which was so overblown that Cage could only assume it came from Lucifer. He’d used Nábrók and donated to Cage.

      At least, he hoped it was a donation. They hadn’t made an agreement, so it couldn’t be a loan.

      Right?

      Whatever the reason, it was the fastest way to get Vex’s belongings back before they were scattered to the auction sites.

      “I scraped together some pennies,” Cage said. And a vampire might also want to be my sugar daddy.

      He opened the boxes Vex had sent along. The unidentified red coat stolen from Forfax rested on the top of the first box, folded nicely. Cage lifted it by the shoulders and shook it out. The jacket looked like it should have fit him perfectly, but when he tried to put it on again, he found his fingertips still didn’t reach the wrist cuff.

      “New artifact for the museum?” Emil asked.

      “I think so,” Cage said. “Would you mind hauling the mannequin out of the quire? The one with both arms still attached.”

      Emil climbed the wall easily, his black fingernails pressing lightly into the wood. It was like watching a four-legged arachnid move. He hopped into the quire and lifted a mannequin. “This one?”

      “Yeah, toss it down!”

      Cage caught the mannequin and dressed it in the coat, which fit perfectly, even though the wooden figure was smaller than his body.

      “What power does that artifact have?” Emil asked.

      “As far as I can tell, it changes sizes randomly to annoy me.” He opened an empty case near the old confessionals and propped the mannequin inside. “It never fits me, but it fits Vex great.”

      Emil nodded. “Oh, yeah. It’s the Red Coat of Padarn Redcoat.”

      “Seriously? Are you sure?”

      “Yep,” he said. “That’s an infernal artifact. It was commissioned by Lord McMurphy and cursed by a really petty demon named Beisrudd, who made sure it would only ever fit honorable men. So Lord McMurphy could never wear it. Tony didn’t know about it?” Emil grinned toothily. “He shouldn’t have dropped out of college. I learned about it in my graduate-level Infernal Devices class.”

      Vex had dropped out of college because he couldn’t manage the workload through crippling panic attacks. But hey, the Red Coat of Whatever Redness knew that Vex was honorable and great, even if Emil didn’t.

      “You wanna try it on before I lock the case?” Cage asked. “Find out if you’re honorable?”

      “I don’t need to. I know myself.” Emil reached up to twist the latch himself.

      They wandered to the front doors together, leaving the artifacts quietly beaming among the shadows of the Presbyterian church. It was hard for Cage to walk away from his exhibits.

      “You going to spend the day here?” Emil asked, opening the front door to let the wet morning breeze inside.

      “No, I’m closed,” Cage said. “I’ve got my first day at Silverclaw’s Reliquary coming up. Once I’m in a rhythm there, I’ll open the museum at night.”

      “I had fun sitting around in this place,” Emil said. “I got a lot of reading done. Some cleaning too, as you can see. If you want someone to keep the lights on during the days, I’ll keep coming back, starting tomorrow. Gotta go get Tony’s stuff first.” He patted the bulge of cash in his pocket.

      “Sounds good to me, if you don’t mind getting paid nothing.” Cage laughed.

      Surprisingly, Emil laughed too. “We’ll talk profit percentage later.” He flashed jagged demon teeth when he grinned. Honestly, it was pretty adorable. Almost as adorable as fluffy armadillo-demons. “I’ve got a good feeling about your museum.”

      Cage’s throat got thick as he drank in the displays and cobwebby ceiling beams. He still had room for so many new exhibits. Maybe he didn’t have Brigid by his side, but with the Vex brothers, a reluctant Kleio, and Silverclaw, the future was looking bright.

      “I’ve got a good feeling too,” he said.
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      Shatter Cage showed up to his first day working for Silverclaw Cult to find that his office had been furnished. A brass bar stood in the center of the room—a common perch for those with avian feet, like phoenixes. The dark walls would show fewer burn marks. His furniture was gloriously oversized and gloomy.

      It wasn’t a shrine. He wasn’t even canonized yet. But it was a pretty huge step forward. “The journey of a thousand kilometers,” Cage muttered, grinning toothily at his office.

      There was a button on the wall to adjust the window’s tint; he punched it a few times to make the city flick rapidly between day and night. He couldn’t tell if it was magic or technology that changed the view so completely.

      “We made the tinting darker on your office, in case you need to change in here,” Silverclaw said from the doorway.

      Silverclaw was wearing a different bolero today. It was studded with turquoise, matching the pin on his bedazzled cowboy hat. When he smiled, he revealed all those shiny silver teeth within his mouth, plus one gold tooth replacing his right canine. His boots jingled with every step into the office. The man was consummate branding, such a personality, and right now he was looking at Cage on purpose to acknowledge his existence.

      Cage could’ve died happy.

      But he wasn’t going to die. This was just going to keep getting better. It was wild to think, shaking Silverclaw’s hand, that this was only the beginning of what Cage hoped would be a long career.

      So why did he feel worms of guilt wriggling in his belly?

      “What’s the tinting for? Are people likely to try and spy on me when I’m naked?” Cage joked.

      “It’s for when you change into a phoenix,” Silverclaw said. “Helps enclose your fire in here so everyone’s safer.”

      The worms of guilt had grown into a giant snake. “I am so grateful for your thoughtfulness, sir,” Cage said. “And I am so honored that you came here to greet me on my first day.”

      “I’m not here to socialize,” Silverclaw said. “I don’t often bring thieves into The Reliquary. I wanna get you working with me on the next phase of Silverclaw Cult as soon as possible. I’d like to show you around and help you see my vision for the future.”

      Cage was in Silverclaw’s vision for the future?

      He pinched his thigh so hard that it brought tears to his eyes. He was definitely awake. This conversation was happening.

      It pained Cage to burst this gorgeous bubble, but he couldn’t think of a worse way to start off a relationship with his new father figure than with a giant pack of lies. “I didn’t successfully deliver the Death Underpants to Lucifer. I still don’t understand why Brigid gave me credit, but I didn’t finish the job, and…” Cage’s throat felt thick as he looked around the office that he wanted so badly to be his. “I’m a great thief, sir. I will work for you harder than I’ve ever worked in my life. But I didn’t do the job.”

      Silverclaw took off his hat, ran a hand through his hair, and heaved a sigh. “I stole the infernal blade because I wanted to kill someone.”

      “They say that you stole it and saved the world.”

      “I did steal it, and I did save the world. But saving the world wasn’t planned.” Silverclaw rested a heavy hand on Cage’s shoulder. “Men like us, when we do the right thing, it’s accident as much as not. But when opportunities arise, we use them. I used my opportunity to build an empire. What’ll you do with your opportunity?”

      “I hope it’s not too soon for this, sir, but I am in love with you and if it were biologically possible, I would bear your children with infinite pride and honor,” Cage said.

      Silverclaw laughed and patted him again. “Son, I’ve had babes a lot hotter than you bear my children. Don’t ever talk to me like that again. I am your boss now, and we’re not friends. Do we have an understanding?”

      Cage nodded emphatically. He knew that he shouldn’t have let his excitement get the better of him, but dammit, they were family.

      He was about to follow Silverclaw out of the room when his phone chirped. Vex was calling him. Cage answered, and it felt so strange to hear his roommate’s voice in his ear instead of his brain. “Cage! Cage, Cage, Cage! I found her!”

      “Brigid?” Cage asked. There was only one “her” that he cared about.

      “I know why she’s with Daladier,” Vex said. “He has holdings in the Winter Court. They’re doing this big masquerade soon—it’s said that Ymir’s going to be wearing the Girdle—”

      “What? I can’t follow you,” he said.

      Vex took a deep breath and blew it out. Silverclaw hung nearby, watching with idle amusement.

      “Ymir’s Girdle is going to make a semi-public appearance at a Winter Court gala, and Brigid needs Daladier’s invitation to access the event and steal it,” Vex said.

      Ymir’s Girdle. Cage knew that name. It was one of the greatest pre-Genesis artifacts, since it had come from the Sidhe of Old before they went extinct. It had one of the Five Draconites embedded in it. Possessing it as a non-sidhe could be deadly. Fencing it would be impossible. And that was assuming anyone survived the Winter Court long enough to steal it in the first place.

      Brigid had joined with Daladier and passed on Silverclaw so that she could perform what would surely be the most lucrative, most difficult theft of all time.

      “I think I could get an invitation to the masquerade,” ventured Vex.

      “Oh my gods,” Cage said. He was about to hyperventilate. “Can I call you back?” He hung up before Vex could answer. “Silverclaw, sir, would you like to show me around, or would you like me to steal Ymir’s Girdle for the honor and glory of Silverclaw Cult?” Cage asked breathlessly. He was shivering with the effort it took to hold still.

      Silverclaw’s guffaw was like Santa Claus and unicorns rolled up in one. “Sounds good, son. Show me what you can do.”

      “Yes, sir,” Cage said.

      He leaped into the elevator. He hit the streets.

      And he prepared to race Brigid Byrne one more time.
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      If you enjoyed this book, I hope you’ll leave a review on the site where you bought it. Your opinion will help readers decide if Race of Thieves is something they might enjoy! (You can click the book cover to find bookstore links.)

      If you occasionally think “Hey! I wish I could see a million pictures of some random author’s dogs and children!” then you should follow me on Instagram. I also flap my mouth on Twitter a lot. The best way to find out when I have new books is to join my list for new release email alerts, though. Allons-y!
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